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      This book features a plot device in which an inoculation is used for nefarious purposes. In real life, I do not condone or associate myself with the “anti-vax” movement.

      

      The book features violence typical of a dark fantasy setting, as well as:

      
        
          	
        sexual harassment, mentions of sexual assault
      

      	
        intense scenes involving forced proximity to the villain
      

      	
        spousal abuse (not the MCs), implied underage marriage
      

      	
        cannibalism, ingestion of blood
      

      	
        major character death, mentions of sibling/family death, autistic PTSD heroine
      

      	
        military and war imagery, mentions of genocide and forced assimilation, burning of villages, subjugation of an ethnic group, mentions of servitude slavery
      

      	
        References to wildfires, burn injuries
      

      	
        references to menstruation and uterine illness, miscarriage (thematic; no character miscarriage), imagery of premature children, zombie-like creatures that reference all these themes
      

      	
        intense scenes involving an eleven-year-old child, rejection of a parent by a child, themes of adoptive vs birth parents, child-stealing/kidnapping, child abuse, medical abuse, bodily harm to a child (he’s okay)
      

      	
        captivity and torture, loss of limbs, maxillofacial disfigurement, starvation, unreality, fungal growth, living entombment, long falls into bodies of water
      

      	
        References to terminal illness and life-support systems
      

      	
        bodily harm to animals (a pig and some birds) by the villain
      

      	
        one CNC (consensual-non-consent) scene of FMC/MMC; FMC in the dominant role
      

      	
        binding/BDSM with barbed wire (FMC again in dominant role), orgasm denial by FMC
      

      	
        Sex scene where MMC is stuck in a tree
      

      

      

      

      If you need more details for specific warnings, don’t hesitate to reach out to me via email or through social media.
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      Disclaimer: While I am proud of my Irish heritage, I am American and not an Irish speaker, so take my interpretations of these pronunciations with a grain of salt. I have based them off information available to me about current Connacht dialect. My intention in including Irish words is never to disrespect this wonderful, living, and vibrant culture. If you see a mistake, I urge you to contact me. Note also that, in the thousands of years after the Shift, certain meanings and pronunciations may have changed!

      

      Places and things

      Tuath - TOO-uh

      Gréine - GRAIN-eh

      Bealtaine - B’YAHL-ten-eh

      Geatacoill - GA-teh-KY’ehl

      Fraochgleann - FREE-augh-gl’AHN

      Éire - EY-rreh

      Éirin - EY-rren

      Aquila - ah-KEY-la

      Aquilan - ah-KEY-lan

      Westminia - west-MINI-uh

      Gealach - G’YAHL-augh

      Cuanacht -k’wah-NOCK-tuh

      Tirconnell - tehrr-CONN-ehl

      Numirabia - Noomi-RABE-ia

      Ogham - OWE-uhm

      Fianna - f’YEN-eh

      Abhan - AU-en

      Dobhránta - duh-VRON-teh

      Athadhrai- AH-tag-rye

      Siabhair – shuh-vair

      Muvane – MUH-van-eh

      Corcach - CORE-caugh

      Béaleire - B’YAH-ey-rreh

      Domhan – DOW’in

      

      Sayings

      Droch-fhuil - drough f’wehl

      Sea - sha

      Fuil - f’wehl

      Wean - wayne

      Sasanacha -

      A chara (form of address) - ah kgha-rra

      Mo chara (descriptor) - muh kgha-rra

      

      Characters

      Mave - mave (like pave)

      Hiberos - high-BARE-os

      Eytine - EH-teen

      Orlaith - Or-LAYTH

      Gwynedd - GWIN-eth (as in the th in father)

      Gaius - GUY-us

      Helius - HEEL-ee-us

      Sergia - SAYR-gee-uh

      Faelon - FAE-lon

      Lucastos - loo-CAHST-os

      Lupe - LOOP-ey

      Drusilla - droos-ILL-uh

      Uaine - oo’WEN-yeh

      Erivon - AIR-iv-on

      Shemoabiri - sheh-moh-ahb-EER-ee

      Tali - TAH-lee

      Ottavian - aw-TAVE-ian

      Brianne - bree-EHN

      Iain - EE-in (like Ian)

      Agorix - ah-GOR-icks

      Westerus - WEST-er-us

      Alasdair - AL-iss-ter

      Manan - MAH-nen

      Felis - FEE-liss

      Tatius - TAHT-ee-us

      Thomasia - tome-ah-SEE-ah

      Lorbog - LORE-bog

      Keira - KEE-ra

      Paik - pahk

      Tagh - tag

      Joa – JOE-uh

      Eilliv – EYE-leev

      Muiri - moo-EAR-ee

      Caoimhe - KWEE-vah

      Aoife - EE-fah

      Analivia - anna-LIV-ee-uh

      Avelaval - ah-VELL-ave-all

      Airgeadsnáithe - AHR-eh-gidt-snauh-huh
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      Overnight, it seemed, autumn was gone, replaced by a winter so frigid and terrible no Éirin under sixty years old could recall one like it. The city at Bile Cernunnos stood as frozen as the river Garri protecting it from the south. The leaves of the great tree shriveled and wilted, though they did not fall; the province’s farmers either disappeared from market entirely or came begging the king for aid; herds were called in, children kept close, hunters sent desperately into the cold; fires were tended, but there were never enough blankets. The people of what was left of Sallach fought day by day simply to survive. Worries of the invading Aquilan Empire were buried under the crushing weight of hunger. Fears that they would renege on their ceasefire lay dormant under ice.

      It pained me to see my people suffer. But for myself, the change hardly registered. Though it had been hunger to kill me and Orlaith when we’d ventured into this world, its gnawing ache seemed so trivial now. And as for cold, I did not feel it.

      There was a burning coal in my stomach and a hollow where my heart should be.

      Enough. The pain. Let me sleep now.

      Everything will turn out right in the end.

      For weeks, Uaine and Solma did their due diligence trying to keep me in bed so my palms could heal. His regenerative magic and what little the druids could spare between dying warriors did me good; the rest was up to me. For a while, the skin was dead and dark as leather before peeling and turning bright pink, and by late winter, my palms were functional if not healed.

      My carers knew better than to try and keep me abed any longer.

      I spent most of my time outside, sometimes the only soul out of doors for miles, drawing my bow and firing arrows into straw targets again and again. These hands, it was like they were all-new to my body. I was like a child learning how to use a bow for the first time, slow and clumsy. But the days and nights passed, the bleak sun and the dim moon chasing each other above my head, each trying to catch the other, so often sharing the same sky yet never close enough to touch. Never close enough to meet, to know one another. Not truly, not for long.

      The never-ending wheel spun, and drawing my bow became as natural to me as blinking, as breathing. My only thoughts were of the sun, the moon, how many arrows I had left in my quiver…

      And him.

      Enough. The pain. Let me sleep now.

      Everything will turn out right in the end.

      How singularly odd, to mourn someone whose true self you barely got to know. Yet how real this pain was. The bitterest I’d ever felt, perhaps because of that very notion: that we could have been everything, a whole universe that now was nothing but a jumbled collection of half-memories, a scar on my sternum, and a seed lying dormant.

      None had tried to speak to me about him, not even Solma and Menecon. They knew better. The humans gave me a wide berth, friends included. I’d long learned to identify the sharp scent of human fear. They were afraid. Of me. Perhaps they noted the lack of spark in my pupils or felt the vacuity of my soul seeping out like cold through the gap of a door frame. Warnings that the full depth of my guilt and grief released might kill us all.

      The only person who had not given up on me—who seemed almost to thrive in the density of my misery, and spoke of Hiberos as though he lived still—was Ruadan. The commander of the Gallowglass and his strange, ghostly presence seemed to fit in negative space in a way no other person, fae or human, did.

      Coincidentally, he was not a bad archer, and was happy to help me learn, in my new agile body, the basics of acrobatics and athletics. He taught me to shoot, to dodge, and to flip, his voice soft and pleasant as always. “Pray, don’t flatter me. Not all of the knowledge is my own,” he said when I asked him about it, his silver eyes twinkling. “The dead carry wisdom as old as this land.”

      I never asked him which of my ancestors he spoke with. At the start of my journey, I’d have cared. I’d have wanted to know who was watching over me. Whoever watched over me, they hadn’t done me much good, so it didn’t seem to matter. Nothing seemed to matter anymore.

      I warned Ruadan as much. He simply accepted my view and taught me to tumble.

      Accepting was not a word I thought I’d ever attribute to a Gallowglass, the high king’s cold-blooded killers, especially an experienced man nearing the middle of his life. Yet he was as unpretentious and tolerant a friend as I’d ever had. So, if he really wanted to be in the training yard with me, I’d let him.

      Arrow. Nock. Draw. Aim. Breathe. Release.

      Arrow. Nock. Draw. Aim. Breathe. Release.

      Arrow. Nock. Draw…

      When I emptied my quiver of arrows, I summoned ones of pure lunar magic. They slammed into my targets, spitting shimmering dust before fading back into the ether. At first, I had tried to use little magic among my kinsmen; though magic made up our world and blessed our druidfolk, Éirins were raised to distrust fae, for good reason. Often, I caught people glaring at me through their windows. At first, feeling out of place among my own people was too much to bear. Now, as with most things, I’d become numb to the sensation. Besides, these humans would have to get used to fae magic. After all, the Lunar Kingdom was our ally now, and it would be their unfathomably deep, mostly untapped well of power helping to protect what remained of Sallach. The Éirins were stubborn, but they were good people, ultimately intent on doing the right thing. Once they got to know the lunar fae, they’d see that they weren’t like their vicious Court counterparts.

      Of course, that required the fae actually spending time in Éire. To them, this place, especially during the winter, was inhospitable; the heartiest and strongest-willed of their army were garrisoned at the new Moon Gate a half-mile due south, but most waited in the Underland. Every night that passed with the fae majority still hiding there embittered King Manan and his people.

      I should beg Orlaith to do something. Since the battle for Bile Cernunnos, the withering plague had spread outward from Geatacoill at an alarming rate, crawling over the valley like menstrual blood seeping into a rag. And when it spread here, it spread in the Underland, too; soon, there would be no haven in which to seclude her people. But for the past few months, all the will seemed to have drained out of me like green sapped from the bilé’s leaves; the thought of arguing with my sister, with the wraith of Eytine, gave me a headache that bit into the marrow of my spine.

      Sleep was no release. I avoided it. The magic of the leylight worms, and my connection to those I’d shared them with, seemed to become more potent each time I closed my eyes. Facing Gaius for another night, whether I was his slave, his son, or his spouse … it was breaking me down night by night. Often, I woke vomiting.

      “Mave, look,” the Gallowglass said behind me, drawing me blessedly from the spiral that thinking of Gaius began.

      He spoke so rarely I was keen to answer. “What?”

      Rather than his reply, the furious snorting of a hog caught my ear. I lowered my bow and turned just in time to see Conan the woad-painted pig sit with his full weight right in Ruadan’s lap. The rogue grunted and said, “This.”

      My heart softened, the clenched fist in my stomach easing. If there was only one thing in this world I still could count on, it was that Conan would bring a smile to my face, however foreign that expression felt now. I racked my bow and approached, sticking my ice-cold fingers between the pig’s fat rolls. He looked at me forlornly but did not protest beyond that.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked, and though I was sure I knew the answer, I did not look up. Where Uaine was, Conan followed, so the councilor must be nearby. I did not necessarily want to see him today; I was feeling too raw. Though I cared for Uaine deeply, his becoming a politician had not exactly cleansed him of those opinions that had caused us to butt heads ten years ago. He still sympathized with the Aquilan foot-soldiers, especially the foreign conscripts—still believed there was a place in Éire for Aquilan merchants and tradesmen. I was uncertain that giving the Empire an inch would protect the mile. But he no longer served them. He believed in a free and sovereign Éire, the northern territories included. With so much stacked against us, that was all I could ask.

      As if he read my thoughts, Ruadan glanced round in my stead. “Hm … no Uaine.”

      Conan snorted in reply. Curiously, I removed my fingers from his wrinkles to get a better look at him. Something was fastened to his hock with a leather thong. “Hello, what’s this?”

      I untied and unrolled the small slip of paper. At this point, I recognized Uaine’s handwriting. New to reading as I was, it took me a moment to decipher the mix of Albionic letters and Ogham-like hatching. Come to library. Fae emissary looking for you.

      Ugh. There were very few reasons the fae would send an emissary for me. Either my sister needed me for something, or⁠—

      My one, lonesome heart kicked my ribs. Missing its twin again. With a wince, I slid my hand into my coat, under my tunic, fingering the scar left by Solma’s lancet.

      No matter how I tried to ease the misery, no matter how diligently I tried not to think of Hiberos and of that night and my secret, desperate ritual in the grove, there was no reprieve. Not for more than a minute. The image of his heart—the glowing, pulsating, filigreed fruit of the moon—was tattooed on my mind.

      When I’d torn it from my rib cage and buried it in the loam, had I planted a seed like Ruadan suggested, or had I lain Hiberos to rest for the last time? The months had worn my shard of optimism to a dull stone. There was nothing growing in that grove.

      Unless…

      I forgot Conan, forgot Ruadan, forgot my bow, and ran to the bilé library.

      Though winter had dulled the color of the bilé’s bark, the interior was still lacquered perfection. As I raced through the winding root hallways and up to the second floor of the trunk, my footsteps clicked as though the floor was marble. Where the oaken walls were not carved with stories of the gods and our people, they were decorated with tapestries and banners. The library entrance was an archway of willow branches trained to weave through the oak, each knot decorated with mementos of craftsmen, storytellers, and druids long-past. The library itself was one enormous hall with long oak tables, private niches, and three mezzanines that stretched high above my head. Even in the winter, sunlight poured through the massive stained glass windows; in the evening, floating motes of druid-light followed each scholar.

      Library was something of a misnomer, because, considering the size of the place, there were very few books. Most of those were foreign publications, and I wasn’t certain if anyone apart from druids could actually read them. The remainder of the space was more like a reliquary housing magical artifacts, Ogham runestones, and ancient art. In general, Éire did not have a strong written history. Ours was oral, and that had suited us well. Better, in fact, than many peoples who’d scrambled to preserve their cultures after the Shift, when it was said dragons dominated humanity. Gwynedd had told me once that even compared to the Albionites just across the channel, our spoken language was uniquely intact. As long as we spoke, our history could not be destroyed. Not by the dragons, and certainly not by the Aquilans.

      In the center of the library, not far from the archway, stood Uaine and a fae. Like most fae, she was tall and wore silver armor. When I entered, she turned her head. It was Joa, one of the owners of the public house Ashling had once frequented. I remembered someone mentioning that after the battle for Bile Cernunnos, she’d enlisted while her shy wife, Eilliv, tended to the pub. Though I still struggled to reconcile the long-dead Princess Ashling with the Mave I was now, Joa recognized me as a friend, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her otherwise.

      Yet, her usually chipper demeanor was dour, and rather panicked if I wasn’t mistaken. She held no missive. Not a summons, then, but an emergency.

      “Orlaith?” I asked, although somewhere deep inside, I already knew this was about Hiberos.

      “Menecon sent me,” Joa said. “You must come quickly, straight away. Something in the heartgrove has … changed.”
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        * * *

      

      I could count the number of times I’d returned to the Lunar Palace on one hand. Why bother? Orlaith didn’t want to hear my opinions on Faelon or on crossing the veil. It wasn’t that she and Erivon did not understand the gravity of the situation in which we found ourselves; more they misjudged how their commanding from beyond the veil was perceived by the Éirin kings. To the lunar fae, their king and queen were being responsible leaders, staying off the front lines. In others’ eyes, they were being cowards.

      I’d come to better understand their position, at least, but I had no energy for arguments.

      The heartgrove was the only reason I ever passed through the newly erected Moon Gate. How many hours had I spent stretched across his resting place, letting the rain fall over us? Basking in the silence of this place felt like rotting right alongside my soulbind, my Hiberos. I wanted nothing more than to surrender to the soil.

      However, a bad thaw and flooding roads had kept me away for many nights, despite the verse still rattling around in my head. One of Hiberos’s last poetry lessons: From the cold grave that holds you, I never shall sever; were your hands twin’d in mine, love, I’d hold them forever. My fondest, my fairest, we may now sleep together, for I smell of the earth and am worn by the weather.

      Joa was right. The grove had changed.

      When I stepped into the copse of trees, the smell hit me first. A putrid, tangy smell as familiar to me now as the scent of my own skin. Menstrual rags left in the sun. Sweaty, heavy, metallic, and unpleasantly sweet. Then I noticed the lingering fog. Thick, white—the same fog Orlaith and I had walked through together moons ago, looking for the source of the starving panthers. The fog that hid the fomori.

      Finally, my face numbed as I beheld the swampy, blood-orange withering on the outskirts of the clearing. Its spongy surface almost seemed to pulsate, to rise and fall as though the land itself were taking labored breaths. Its tendrils crept along the earth, inward toward the center like an infection through veins.

      The center, right where I had buried…

      I rushed past the waiting Menecon without thought—before I even fully processed that the center of the heartgrove, that grave over which I’d lain for hours and hours, had changed, too.

      Something was jutting up from the moss.

      I fell to my knees before it, my shaking hands hovering just short of touching it. It was a thick, woody sapling, its soft bark veined with opalescent magic. But if one looked past the young leaves unfurling from its branches, it…

      It looked like a hand, spread, frozen, poised as if reaching out to grab something. Two of the “fingers” were short and incomplete, but the shape of it, the line and gesture … it was so lifelike that I was convinced it would seize me at any second. I almost wanted it to. I almost wanted to slip my hand into its palm and let it drag me into the underworld.

      The power emanating from the sapling sang to me. My body recognized the sensation before I did. The feeling of an answer just out of reach, of a memory just thin enough to be obscured; the feeling of waking from a dream with an unspeakable sense of loss; the feeling of yearning for something that had never existed, that had never belonged to you. A love too deeply heart-wrenching to be a mere figment, though a figment it was.

      Pressure. Heat. A purring breath as deep and ancient as roots. The scent of earth, of sun-warmed moss and blackberries.

      My lonesome heartbeat stopped. I grabbed the sapling, wrapping my fingers round its palm, and a lance of pain shocked me. I must have nicked myself on a thorn or twig, because a thin rivulet of blood flowed down my palm, over my wrist, and dripped into the earth below.

      Then a jolt of potent magic burned up my arm, and like flashes of light, thoughts were impressed upon me: Creation. Destruction. Break the cycle.

      My vision went white.

      
        
        I woke face down in the moss, the world around me so brutally loud that I could not think.

        Slowly, sensation returned to my limbs. With breaths as thin and tenuous as spiders’ webs, I lifted myself to hands and knees and tried to get my bearings.

        Denizens of the lunar realm lay scattered around me, some still unconscious, others just waking up. The Underland groaned with a voice from hell. The endless grove of our kingdom was … sundered. Ridges of iridescent stone burst from the earth where the bedrock below us had shifted and overlapped violently. The city, it was nowhere to be seen. Only the spires of our palace were visible, jutting up from a massive sinkhole in the center of the valley. A scream caught in my throat, coming out only as a barely audible whimper. Nearly on all fours, I scrambled to the edge of the sinkhole to assess the damage. The streets and dwellings of the Lunar Kingdom were mostly intact, thank the Moon, but they lay so far below that it was impossible to imagine us ever bringing the city back to the surface.

        I raised my eyes to the sky, the cursed sky where the problem had begun in the first place. Like a shattered mirror, the perpetual twilight of our paradise was broken, its shards drifting. In between, an ocean of roiling blue, pink, and purple magic. It was brighter than anything I’d ever seen, writhing and snapping like nests of vipers, and it was accompanied by a calamitous wind that ripped at my hair and clothing. Something stronger than the gods, stronger than creation and destruction, had cracked our plane like an egg and was trying to invade.

        Yet as fae and others rose and joined me and followed my gaze, the dusk fought back.

        Trembling as from great effort, the darkness drew together bit by bit like a ladder stitch pulled taut. The universe itself seemed to screech in agony as the cracks diminished … diminished … and finally disappeared.

        The silence that followed was deafening.

        The first sound that broke it was feet frantically pounding the grass. A moment later, Orlaith appeared beside me, nude save for shredded silken scraps. With a ragged sob, she stabbed a finger toward the sky. “It’s gone!”

        I followed her gesture, thinking at first that she must mean the disaster that had nearly torn us apart.

        The heavens were empty. The moon was missing.
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      Menecon had been good to come to me first when they’d discovered the blight spreading into the heartgrove. Up to this point, against their better judgment, they had kept my desperate ritual and the history behind it a secret. Now, they gave me the luxury of preparing myself before confessing my crime to the king and queen. There was no other option. If they knew about the grove, and if I asked them to protect it, it would come out one way or another.

      I entered the sunken throne room, thinking perhaps Orlaith and Erivon were still holding court—fae timekeeping still eluded me—but there was nothing to see apart from servants and a few lingering courtiers. Instead, I found Orlaith in the terrace garden of the royal spire, sitting in a secluded area beneath a faewillow tree.

      Erivon was nowhere to be seen. She sat on a plush sofa, humming a familiar tune with her head bent over something in her lap, one hand holding it in place and the other working. Sewing. She was sewing. My heart softened slightly; even if she was not Eytine, she was my sister, and seeing her embroiled in a handicraft reminded me as much. She was so beautiful.

      For a moment, I forgot my worry, simply curious what she was doing. I ventured another quiet step forward, but all I could make out was a lump of white fabric before, abruptly, her humming stopped and her head snapped up. She hid her materials under a nearby velvet cushion and stood. “My Ashling!”

      “All right, Orlaith.”

      She met me half way and embraced me. Even in her scent there was a hint of Eytine. It was enough to relax me despite the argument I knew would come.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked carefully. It was far from the light lecture I usually received about staying in the Goneland rather than here. Perhaps Erivon had spoken to her about that, or perhaps she’d finally come to realize that reprimanding me only drove me further away.

      “I’m…” As much as I wanted to make polite conversation with her, I could not lie to her. Gritting my teeth, I admitted, “Not well. There’s an issue. Menecon summoned me from Éire…”

      Orlaith frowned, no doubt wondering why they had summoned me of all people, but gestured to the sitting area. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

      I sat—a bit awkwardly with the bulk of my gear—and sucked my bottom lip between my teeth. Perhaps hoping to buy myself a few extra seconds, I nodded at the cushion now askew next to her. “What are you making?”

      Her face turned a deeper shade of seafoam. “Nothing. It hardly matters now. Please tell me what’s happened.”

      Considering the way she’d rushed to hide it, I doubted it was nothing, but very well. I’d run out of time. “The withering plague is spreading.”

      “In Sallach? Yes, Solma has told me.”

      “No, here. It’s crept closer, into a grove.” I pointed in its general direction with my chin.

      Orlaith’s brow drew tight, and she brought a hand to her throat. “Close to the Lunar Kingdom? Mother Moon save us. Can it truly be spreading so swiftly?”

      Here I hesitated. “It is a ways from the city yet, but yes, certainly spreading. The grove…” I cleared my throat. “The grove holds significance to me. I need— That is, if you would permit… Menecon has mentioned that Gatewright Owalir and their people have been ‘patching holes,’ so to speak. Stopping the blight’s progress in certain areas.”

      “In certain vital areas. It is necessary work, if we’re to keep the gates open for now.” She glanced furtively at the cushion. “I still wonder if it would have been better to…” Tension hummed. Rather than finish her thought, she shook her head, took a deep breath, and spread a palm. “But what is vital about this grove? What do you mean significance to you? I would expect you to be tending to the significant places in Éire, not here.”

      The resentment in her tone was evident. She’d made a valiant effort, but she could not hide her hurt over my decision. Even being a fae queen, Orlaith had that in common with Eytine: one way or another, they would let you know damn well what they thought.

      I took a deep breath of my own. “It holds significance to me and Hiberos.”

      It was the first time I’d spoken his name aloud since his death. It felt profane to do so, as though I spoke the name of an unknowable being who should not be disturbed.

      “I see … I understand.” Orlaith softened, searching for words my watery gut told me would be a rejection. “I am not certain we can reallocate any gatewrights. My understanding of the architecture of the Underland and its veil and how it relates to the Moon Gates is limited, but there are certain places that must hold first. I can ask, but there is no guarantee.” To her credit, she was obviously distraught. “I am so sorry, my Ashling. Hiberos was the oldest, dearest friend to our family, and I know what you meant to one another.”

      Bitter tears threatened the back of my throat; I straightened, gripping my knees tightly. “You have no idea what we were to one another,” I managed to whisper. Not an accusation or a condemnation, not a biting comment, just a plainly stated, melancholy fact.

      She was silent for an extended moment before saying, “Ashling…? What do you mean?” When I did not answer, she pressed, “What’s going on with this grove, exactly?”

      I hung my head. “Hiberos… Some time before you and I left the Underland, he and I did a soulfasting ceremony.”

      Her expression told me she did not know what that was but that she was beginning to understand the gravity of the situation. I continued despite the color flooding her face.

      “A lost ritual, found etched on limestone ruins on the outskirts of the Underland,” I murmured. “A secret wedding. It united our souls. I cut him open and consumed his heart.”

      Her cloudy opal eyes widened. “Those carvings in his flesh. That scar. He never would tell Erivon where they came from.”

      “His heart lived in me. Inside my rib cage. When I was reborn here, I began to notice its beat. It was strong even after his death. That was when I wondered—wondered if the heart could be more. If it was a seed. If I could extract it and⁠—”

      Orlaith covered her mouth, then transferred her shaking hand to her forehead. “Gealach’s mercy, Ashling, no. Tell me he isn’t planted in that grove. Tell me anything else.”

      I shrugged in defeat.

      My sister jolted out of her chair and paced for a few seconds, then sat back down, then stood again. “You— How could— If he—” She restarted her sentence a handful of times but never found the words. “Ashling, there⁠—”

      Judging by the color of her face and tightness of her jaw, she wanted to shout at me, but somehow, she managed to contain her anger long enough that it was replaced by sorrow, then fear. Finally, she knelt before me and gripped my elbows, staring up into my face like a mother about to tell her child to run.

      “Sister, the goddess gave you another chance. Make no mistake, dead though she may be, her spirit lingers on in this world and in the next. Had she willed you never be reborn, it would be so. She forgave you. She warned you. She did not want you touching what was forbidden, what was hers, and you’ve made the same mistake. Twice.” Her grip tightened. She shook. “I cannot lose you again. Please, promise me that even if this seed takes and he returns, you’ll stay away from him.”

      My stomach dropped to the flagstones. In this moment, she looked so much like Eytine. I wanted to obey. If Hiberos did return, perhaps it was better for both of us that we keep our distance. But I wasn’t certain what she was asking of me was possible. After all, we had already tried. The magic of our bond seemed to survive all alchemy, all worlds, all cycles. It overpowered others’ will every time. Even that of a goddess.

      “In all my months living in this body, I haven’t retrieved even one memory of Gealach,” I said. “I find it difficult to believe I ever knew her. How can I obey her without question?”

      “The memories will return to you.” She pressed my hand, although my confession still left her shaken. “They must. She is our mother.”

      “If she’s our loving mother, do you truly think she is punishing me and Hiberos? For—” I could not seem to get the words being in love off my tongue. “Where does that end? She is dead. Are all her Guardians doomed to be lonely forever?”

      Orlaith’s patience seemed to run thin. She stood, her face hardening, the moon-moth wings on her back twitching in agitation. “If you and Hiberos were meant to be together, you would be. Instead, you performed a ritual that was not meant for mere fae and hid your marriage from us all. Those hardly sound like the actions of innocent people. When you asked for our blessing, there was a reason we rejected you. A reason Hiberos rejected you. And rather than accept that, you fled our realm entirely, and got us both killed when I followed. From the beginning, this love affair with Hiberos has been fueled by—by selfishness.”

      “Eytine—”

      “When are you going to think about the well-being of those around you? Your people, your community?” She spread her arms in exasperation. “Rather than swanning off to the Goneland? You are needed here, you know. You are loved here.”

      Ah, there it was. “The folk I’ve remained close to in the Goneland are my people. They were yours, too, once. They need me. They love me.”

      “Tell me to my face that the humans love hosting a fae princess, Ashling. Look me in the eye and tell me everyone treats you the same way they always have!”

      I opened my mouth and closed it. Paused. “Why are you screaming at me?”

      “We were supposed to follow each other.” Despite her fury, I felt her pain keenly. “Always. You go where I go, I go where you go. I waited for you, I will always wait for you, but please … I cannot follow you back there. I cannot take another step further. Stay with me.” Her voice became thick, unmanageable emotions like a vise on her windpipe. “Since the day we were born, in this world and the one beyond the gates, I have lived for others, I have served, given my all, asked for nothing…”

      Usually, I found that people who claimed to have given everything to others were self-aggrandizing at best, purposefully manipulating at worst. But Eytine, she really had given up everything, even romance and children, to help raise me. She’d accepted her role as a community servant early, and though our clan had always respected her, cherished her, loved her, her choices had never really been her own. Duty had ruled her until death. But now that she had everything, even a new body—now that she was living a dream in a fairy-tale realm, what did she lack?

      “One thing,” she whispered, her anger once again diminished to sorrow. “I just need one thing that remains mine. Not you, but us. Stay with me. Please…”

      All at once, it clicked. I knew what she lacked. She’d told me quite plainly.

      “Eytine—Orlaith,” I corrected, standing to catch her elbow before she could launch into another tirade. “What is this really about?”

      She scowled but said nothing, trying desperately to collect her thoughts.

      “You defied earthly law,” I pressed, “you went through the Gate to be with Erivon. You chose this world. Maybe I choose the Goneland. Why does that disturb you so much? Why are you so concerned about where anyone belongs apart from yourself?” I shook my head. “This isn’t about the danger in the Goneland, or me and Hiberos, or the Goddess. This is about Faelon … what he might choose.”

      Her expression fractured; there was no use in trying to conceal it. The name alone, spoken aloud, changed her entire demeanor. She went from a righteous queen to something tender and brittle, curling in on herself, clutching her forearms tightly. My heart broke.

      “You can speak to me about it,” I ventured into the silence. “We might figure something out. Plan a way for you to meet with him. Perhaps if he heard the truth from your mouth, or if he met you⁠—”

      I reached to take her shoulders gently, but she dodged me, snapping, “Don’t. Don’t speak as though you understand my situation. Don’t speak as though you know what it is to have your one and only son be raised by another woman. The wife of the monster who killed you⁠—”

      “I could speak to him for you. I have a way to⁠—”

      But before I could tell her about my connection to Faelon, she ran from the garden, her silks billowing in her wake. I was alone, sick to my core, with only the fluttering moon moths for company.

      As I followed one with my eyes, it landed on the velvet cushion. I blew an errant curl from my eyes and stalked forward, tossing the pillow aside and unfolding the lump of fabric Orlaith had hidden from me. It was soft in my hands, and it unfurled like silk made from dreams.

      A quilt.

      She had only completed three squares so far. One, a silver birch growing in a valley. Two, a wolf pup and its mother. Three, a moon moth carrying a huge, lustrous pearl. Each stitch was so thoughtfully and lovingly placed that this gift could only be for one person.

      Was she truly going to say goodbye to him forever?
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        * * *

      

      I left the terrace garden, walking the grounds until I found a private patch of moss surrounded by climbing luna anemones. Here I sat, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath of the Underland’s perfumed night air. It really was a lovely place if I set aside the several-stone trunk of angst I’d arrived with. If things with my relations weren’t so fraught, I wouldn’t mind visiting now and again. Anyway, I’d return to Sallach soon; I was expected for a meeting with King Manan and the other coalition leaders. May as well take a moment to enjoy the realm’s beauty.

      Given I could sit still long enough to do so, which seemed less likely by the second.

      I was about to rise and return to the grove, see what might be done to allay the corruption without the gatewrights’ help, when a male figure appeared between the curtains of jasmine. “There you are!”

      I recognized his deep sapphire skin and unique-for-a-fae, hedgehog-esque haircut. Oishin, the jewelrysmith who’d stopped me in the street the same day I met Joa. I’d asked him to call me Mave, and he had without question. In his hands, he held a lacquered lavender-wood box.

      According to Orlaith, we’d been friends in my past life, and since he was so respectful, I didn’t see a need to disappoint him like I disappointed most everyone else. “All right, Oishin.”

      He wiggled his ears. “You remembered. How are you feeling? We’ve not seen you for…” He waved his hand; the fae were just as confused about human timekeeping. “You must see wonderful things on the other side.”

      Whether he’d forgotten about Hiberos or simply didn’t think it prudent to bring it up could not be said, but I appreciated his attitude. It was preferable to the lingering gazes of pity and dread I usually received, in both realms. I hadn’t considered how they might be adding to my numbness. “Sallach is beautiful country. All of Éire is, but especially Co Cuanacht. If you want to see it, you should come sometime.”

      Oishin looked tickled by this novel idea. “Really? Do you think the humans would mind my being there?”

      “They’ll learn you’re good people. Humans can just be standoffish at first, that’s all. Much gruffer than lunar fae. But Éirins are friendly, as long as you don’t come with cannons and crucifixes.” I nodded to his box. “In any case, why were you looking for me?”

      “Ah.” His cheeks colored a deeper blue. “A homecoming present. I hope that isn’t uncouth of me, but your rebirth was the first thing to properly inspire me in … several centuries. The design of this one simply flowed from me.”

      I accepted the box. The interior was lined with aubergine silk, and tucked into its glossy pleats was a masterwork in platinum: a necklace large enough to cover my chest throat to breastbone, dotted by large emeralds and smaller opals. The metal gleamed like the moon itself, fine as thread and flowing so intricately and precisely that I was half convinced Oishin had grown it rather than crafted it. Its coils seemed the kind of maths only nature could perfect. That fire and molten metal and pounding hammers could produce something so delicate was more exciting and rare to me than magic itself.

      “This is for me?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Should I help you put it on? Do you like it?”

      “Of course I like it.” Much as I didn’t want to crush his feelings, arriving at the war room with airs on while hunger ravaged Éire was not a good idea. Not that a denizen of the Underland, where injury and hunger were no more than academic concepts, would even think of such things. They might have to soon, said a voice in the back of my mind. Driven out by the blight, the panthers of the wilds were coming closer and closer to the Lunar Kingdom in their search for food. “I’ll save this for a special occasion. Do you mind dropping it off in my room?”

      Oishin could not hide his disappointment in the set of his ears, but he nodded. “As you wish, Mave.”

      The fact that he used my name, the one I was accustomed to, without hesitation softened my heart. As he turned to leave, I caught his elbow. “Wait. Can I ask you something?”

      His sadness eased; he tilted his head. “Anything.”

      “My memories are still … foggy. But we were friends once. You must know all the royal family.”

      “I reckon every lunar fae knows each other. We have had thousands of years to become acquainted.” He smiled sheepishly. “I-I mean, yes, I know them. Although you are—were—my friend, not them.”

      “Are is fine,” I reassured him. “Can you tell me, what was my relationship with Orlaith like back then? Were we ever … at odds?”

      “No?” He blinked owlishly. “You were the best of friends. Always in perfect harmony. Why do you ask?”

      Rather than answer, I shook my head and tried to dismiss any worry. “I’ll bring you with me to Sallach soon, yeah? If you’re so curious about it, you ought to see it for yourself.” Before it’s wiped off the map, added the bitter pessimist in me.

      Orlaith wanted things to go back to the way they were. But there was no going back. Once the illusion of paradise was shattered, you could never quite fit the pieces together; there was always bound to be a missing sliver. Deep down, she must know that. Deep down, there must be something of Eytine left, or else she wouldn’t be so tortured over Faelon. Indeed, if we all had our proper places, fae and human, Underland and Éire, where did a child of both worlds fit in?

      Where did I fit in her life, and her in mine?

      Could we ever reconcile, not as Ashling or Eytine but as Mave and Orlaith?

      When Oishin left, I closed my eyes and felt for the little glowing node at the periphery of my consciousness, the one that symbolized Faelon. Seizing it, I fell down, down, down to the roots connecting us…

      

      …and woke with Gaius’s face in mine. The bandage over his right eye had been replaced with an eye-patch, and the slit across his windpipe had healed to a raised white scar. His remaining eye caught the light of the candle he held, turning the clear blue a ghostly yellow.

      “Time to wake up,” he said with an enthusiasm that Faelon did not feel. The boy groaned and sat up and raised his hands to rub his eyes, but Gaius promptly tapped his hands with a birch crop. Not a swat—not yet—just a warning. “Oh, come now, Lucastos. I have a surprise for you today.”

      “Yes, Legate, sir.” As he stood and began to dress in the near dark, Faelon tried to put as much quickness into his movements as possible. Father went easier on him when he acted eager, even if he made mistakes. But it was getting harder by the day to feign eagerness for something he sort of … loathed.

      No one but Hiberos knew of my connection to Faelon, or Lucastos, or whatever he wanted to be called. I tried to check on him every other day or so, and monitored his little node of consciousness nearly all the time, but it was difficult to witness the way he interacted with Gaius. Somehow, it was more disturbing to me, even, than Nevidaea’s suffering. Because he was my nephew, maybe. Or maybe because my mind and body had grown accustomed to the legate’s cruelty, but his tenderness, encouragement, pride, all those fatherly things? Even if it enclosed his prideful, tyrannical indoctrination, that made me squirm.

      What Faelon saw of my life in return, it appeared to him as vague dreams only. Those dreams, though he did not understand them, were but a short reprieve from his nose-to-the-grindstone life.

      It wasn’t that he did not want to be a good soldier, and son. He did. But every day was the same exhausting routine. Wake up before the sun, run until his legs were swollen. Eat breakfast over language lessons, then sparring and drills with the cadets, all older than him and none friendly. Then sparring and drills with Father. Dinner, maybe. Strategy, theory, for hours. Then imperial history—Sergia family history, specifically—deep into the night. A few hours of sleep, and then…

      Faelon often felt he was losing his mind. He was always hungry, and always tired. If he fell asleep whilst studying, Father always found him, and he was not such a light hand with the birch crop then.

      Once dressed, he followed Gaius down the villa’s halls. Thankfully, Drusilla had convinced Father to let him stay here rather than always being in the praetorium. “What’s the surprise?” Faelon asked when he could contain it no longer.

      But Father did not reprimand him. In fact, he grinned down at him. Which was good … right? So why, then, did Faelon feel even more on edge than before?

      It wasn’t a long walk to the Sergia personal armory. Most of Grandfather’s old things were kept in here—except his spear, which was in the praetorium office, of course—as well as things collected by Gaius over his time in service. Today, though, there was something new at the far end of the room. A mail shirt, full leather armor, and a short sword.

      Faelon’s heart leapt, shocked by his mix of emotions. Excitement, pride, tempered by apprehension. He looked at his father for permission, and Gaius motioned for him to investigate at will.

      This gear was definitely his. It was all his size, the weight of the sword was just right, and the center of the cross guard was molded into a snarling wolf.

      “This is all mine?” he asked, in awe as he fingered the green wool of the cloak that came with it.

      “Yours. But that is not the extent of your surprise, Luca.”

      When Faelon looked at him, Gaius wore an expression he was growing used to. That grim victor’s smile I’d come to know so well. “What … what else?” the boy asked tentatively.

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”
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      The newly established Gate just south of Sallach was a half-moon shape constructed of the same rune-etched stone as the others, albeit far lighter in color and less worn. It was also far larger, its arch soaring twenty-five feet above my head. It wasn’t perfect—it often broke down for hours at a time—but its size was ideal for moving troops, supplies, and artillery. And my, did the fae have artillery. Glaive launchers, moonshot arbalests, and something called screaming stars, which I’d yet to witness but which sounded like they’d give the Aquilans plenty trouble. They may have no war in their world, but whether one noticed it in the neat squares of their companies, their exacting training regimen, or their vicious technology, their prowess was evident.

      Taking a horse, I passed through the comparatively small fae encampment and rode the half-mile to Bile Cernunnos. Despite my atrophied spirit, seeing it still standing calmed me.

      Now, to make certain it stayed that way.

      The moment I rode up to the great tree—so quiet without half the population—Conan waddled out of a root’s shadow and came trapping up to me.

      I dismounted to meet him. He carried no message this time, but he no doubt knew where I’d find Uaine, and the rest of the coalition along with him. The hour of the meeting was nigh. “You’ll take me to your councilor, yeah? Handsome boy. Special boy.”

      He snorted aggressively as I scratched him under the chin, but when I tried to urge him to move forward, he planted all four trotters decisively in the snow. He had such dainty little hooves for a creature who was almost wider than he was long.

      My soul felt a little lighter. I planted my fists on my hips. “Oh, come on then, what is it?”

      Conan sneezed, then made a shrill, grating noise like a saw cutting through wood.

      It was no big mystery what he wanted. With a sigh, I reached into a pouch at my belt and produced a handful of hawberries. He gobbled them out of my palm and left a smear of pig snot. My toll paid, I was free to follow him into the bilé.

      This was my first time invited to the war room since I’d acted so rashly with the leylight worms. Till now, King Manan had completely forbade me from entering the war room. Drusilla, he seemed to trust, but he was still leery of my connection to Nevidaea. For months, he’d poisoned the well from which our roots drank with false information, feeding me incorrect troop movements. When, time and time again, the Aquilans never took the bait, he finally accepted that Nevidaea did not, in fact, know how to see through my eyes, and was not spying on us the way we were spying on her.

      It was an understandable reaction. After all, were I in his place, I would risk my country for nothing, especially not something as trivial as the feelings of a dead friend’s adopted daughter. Still, being held at arm’s length for this reason among so many other reasons was … difficult.

      I still hadn’t told him about Faelon. I’d rather not be ostracized all over again.

      As always, most of those within gave me a wide berth. As always, I numbed myself to it. There was one Cuanachtan who recognized me, though, someone who had been too preoccupied to even say hello let alone shun me. I climbed to the second-floor war room and spotted him slumped on a rustic bench, arms crossed over his chest, beaver-skin top hat covering his face rather than his balding head. He must have smelled or heard me with his heightened faoladh senses, because he perked up, shoving his hat back into place and rising.

      “Mave.” He clapped me on the back with one hand and squeezed my shoulder with the other. “Good to see you with all your parts, kat.” He’d called me a kat since the night after Hiberos’s death—a much more affectionate term than my previous nickname, girl.

      And I felt my heart light up. I was blessed to have at least two people who tried to understand me.

      “Ferghal, you old mucc.” For his trouble, I tapped his shoulder with the top of my head like a charging ram. Our banter was cut short as King Lorbog of Tuath Dobhránta passed us with a sneer and entered the war room vestibule.

      More soberly, I said to Ferghal, “How’s life?”

      “Busy.” Now that he was duskwarden of the wolfkernes, he didn’t have the luxury of sitting in Bile Cernunnos and wallowing in grief like me; didn’t even have the luxury Eamon, the former duskwarden, had of guarding the roads and forests of Sallach. He had a whole damned war on his plate.

      “We’ve killed a handful of occulata,” Ferghal said along that vein, referring to the occulata speculatores, imperial intelligence officers. “Couple squad of wolf-shapes led by Lon managed to infiltrate Aiken.”

      I appreciated his terms of endearment, but it was his trust I treasured most of all. That he would tell me of the wolfkernes’ movements without hesitation thawed me out a tad more, especially given his natural surliness.

      Before I could begin once more to stew on Manan’s mistrust of me, Ferghal spoke quietly. “I keep trying to convince Brianne to take her rightful place as alpha, right. She refuses me every time.”

      I huffed a humorless laugh. “Sounds like it’s time to stop trying, Ferghal. She’s got stones enough to admit she makes a better lieutenant than a duskwarden.”

      “I certainly amn’t suited to be duskwarden.”

      “Well … it’s like Chief Gwynedd used to say, some have greatness thrust upon them.”

      He scowled. “Don’t you thrust anything at me, ever. Keep it away from me. I don’t want nothing thrust upon me.”

      “That’s not what I heard. Uaine let slip you were somewhat popular with the pack’s young men as well as women⁠—”

      Before Ferghal could follow through on his obvious desire to wipe the smirk off my face, Ruadan entered the hallway, his silver hair just slightly too flowy for the movement to be natural. He was so familiar to me now that I often forgot he was not just the Gallowglass commander but some strange mix between a druid and a rogue, seemingly able to communicate with spirits, summon ghosts, and slip through planes of being. “Duskwarden, Princess. Shall we enter together?”

      Among his other spooky qualities, Ruadan had a preternatural knack for arriving precisely at the correct time, so the meeting must be commencing soon. With murmurs of greeting, we followed him into the darkened vestibule, then into the war room proper. It was wooden and lacquered like the rest of the bilé’s interior, windowless, and roughly round in shape. In the center stood a topographical map of the greater Sallach country, covered with flags and figurines representing troops. Looming over it was the corpulent, antler-crowned form of the druid-king Manan.

      He welcomed in the last of the coalition leaders without fanfare and dove right in. “Duskwarden Ferghal, report?”

      “Last I heard from Lon was two nights ago. They’re lying low, picking through the blight as best they can. Those fomori have been an inconvenience. We lost a man.” He sighed heavily through his nose and scratched his bushy sidewhiskers. “Once they get closer to Fort Alopex, they’ll have more to report.”

      The king nodded. “Come to me as soon as you receive any word.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Keira, Lorbog, any news from Co Muvane?”

      Keira, a counselor of Tuath Corcach Fola, which occupied the capital of Muvane, shook her head. “Queen Caoimhe is willing to send a small company, but she fears a dual attack from Albion.”

      “She’s paranoid,” Lorbog, who was king of one of the minor tribes of western Muvane, said dismissively.

      “Not entirely,” Ruadan replied, voice soft and calm as ever. “If the Emperor put enough pressure on Albion or Prydain, they would be all but forced to join the war. And if Albionic boats sail across the Éirin Sea, they won’t bother to land in Southern Ligea. The forest is too dense. They will arrive on Caoimhe’s shores.”

      Lorbog scoffed. “I ask you, why focus on incursions that have not happened when we have one right here that our men are dying of? We need manpower in Sallach, now.”

      “No,” the king muttered as he glared at the battle map. “The phantom is right. We mustn’t forget that we are surrounded by enemies. Even if the East Kingdoms weren’t annexed territory, I wouldn’t trust them not to shank us while we’re already bleeding. If we let two armies flank us, Éire is well and truly lost.” Begrudgingly, he nodded at Keira. “Thank Queen Caoimhe for the men she can spare, and Lady’s blessing be with Muvane. News from Gallive?”

      Counselor Uaine consulted his map. “King Tagh is lending a great deal of his army. The only impediment will be flooding roads due to the thaw and the incoming storm. They should arrive within the fortnight.”

      “Good. What do the Gallowglass have to report?”

      “Nothing conclusive. In recent months, the occulata speculatores have been more interested in excavating ancient ruins than trying to cross the border.” The phantom indicated several spots within what had once been Co Tirconnell, and a few scattered elsewhere. “A new target every few nights. Their actual aim is unclear, but up until two weeks ago, they were seen collecting Ogham stones, stele, and other rune workings. Some were transported to New Lindanos, some to Sylvostum.”

      “Plundering as usual,” muttered Ferghal. “Taking what’s not theirs for to put in their exhibitions, entertaining noble cunts.”

      Ruadan tilted his head. “Perhaps. But if these things were of no interest to the military, wouldn’t scholars be collecting them, not spies?”

      “If Alasdair permits it,” said Manan, “I’d suggest you determine what these Ogham-stealing spies are—or were—looking for. Take yourselves a prisoner.”

      Ruadan smiled placidly. “You and the high king are of one mind. We have been interrogating a speculator. They are well trained, not likely to crack, but we will find a way. Apart from that, the Aquilans have been oddly silent all winter.”

      Then he turned to me. “In any case, our militiamen suffer without their wives and children, but civilians cannot be allowed back into Cernunnos unless we learn more about the withering. Or resolve it, ideally. Have the fae scholars or gatewrights discovered anything new about this blight, or why it seems to be spreading in both our realms concurrently?”

      “They’ve developed some small ways to mend afflicted areas—patch the cracks where the withering leaks into the Underland.” I ran my tongue along my sharp canines nervously. “Beyond that … er, they know little of its origin. If anything.”

      “How can you be sure it originates in this world?” Lorbog asked. “You said, ‘where it leaks into the Underland.’ How can you be certain of such a thing if its origin is yet unknown?”

      That was a fair question, one I did not have an answer for. I gestured a bit stiffly round the table. “I thought we all assumed the Aquilans’ invasion is the source of the withering. Their wickedness is corrosive. The blight only appeared once they destroyed any trace of the place Fraochgleann was before.”

      “But you have no evidence, nothing conkreet, nothing but theory,” he parried. “No action but for your own people, and even then in some desperate bid to keep our filthy world from touching your perfect, pristine one.”

      At that moment, before I could even process what he’d said, the chamber door opened, and Solma and Menecon entered. It was not the first instance cross-cultural perceptions of time had made them late for something or other.

      What a mess. As if this inquisition of fae loyalty and cowardice could get any worse—but least it was only a meeting this time. They took their places at my side. Though Menecon offered their deepest apologies, they kept glancing sidelong at me, apparently nervous.

      Ruadan, apparently immune to awkwardness, continued as if nothing had happened. “We were just speaking of the true origin point of the blight. We must find it if there is any hope of stopping the spread.”

      “We should focus on beating back the invasion,” Lorbog said. “You know, the one killing our warriors. Then we can cure the withering.”

      King Manan seemed to be in deep thought. It was Ruadan who answered again. “Hmm. This withering and the blight of Aquilan colonization go together too well, to be sure. Purely in terms of logistics, destroying one will help us destroy the other. But tell me, what sounds simpler: curing spoiled land or ousting an empire that has been squatting in our country for a millennium?”

      I still could not believe they were exclusive to one another—something deep in my chest told me they must be connected—but I said nothing.

      The Gallowglass continued, “Plus, it may well be that, when the withering reaches a town rather than festering within the forest, it will prove as deadly as Aquilan blades. In any case, a mere working theory of its origin is no longer sufficient. Menecon, I trust you’ll relay to your king and queen that swift action is needed. If a victory over the Aquilans is to mean anything, we must heal Éire.”

      “Of course.” The seneschal cast another meaningful glance at me.

      Ferghal looked between me and the king. “And what does the she-wolf report?”

      I let the king answer; he knew all I knew, anyway. Despite my despondency, the moment I saw something through Drusilla or Nevidaea’s eyes, I let him know. “Vague bits and pieces. Nothing we can use, yet.”

      “The legate’s shut his gob since his little accident?” Ferghal smirked at me and mimed gouging out his right eye.

      “He’s been reticent, yes,” Manan said.

      “I hope that isn’t bad news for Drusilla. Could he suspect her?”

      “I could check on Drusilla now,” I offered.

      Manan gestured for me to continue. “Not the legate’s wife,” he added grimly.

      Ignoring his disapproval, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Switching from my sight to Drusilla’s came more naturally than with the others, either due to her compliance on the other end or our friendship bond. In just a second or two, I fell into the black well of consciousness and let her sweep me up.

      
      Keeping her eyes cast down, Drusilla set the legate’s dinner plate on the edge of his desk. It was a meager meal of bread, cheese, and grapes slightly mushy from transport. Gaius gave no thanks, nor acknowledgment, but that was to be expected. He spoke to her very little these days. She might have worried he’d uncovered her treason, but he’d barely spoken to anyone apart from his son in months.

      As Drusilla drew back, she glanced at Lucastos, who stood at attention at his father’s right hand. The boy eyed the plate with obvious envy, and the she-wolf’s hackles prickled. In the past few months, father and son had never once strayed from their bizarre new regimen. When they weren’t training in the sparring ring, they were shut up in private quarters, studying Mighty-Ones-only-knew-what; recessing to eat was optional, and sleep came well after midnight. Not even his eleventh birthday had been a reprieve.

      She glanced briefly at the side of Gaius Helius Sergia’s head and, while he was distracted flipping through a ledger, slipped Lucastos a crust of bread. He frowned at it—a devoted boy—but nonetheless squirreled it away in his cloak. Eventually, hunger would win over loyalty, every time.

      Primus Ottavian, who stood on the other side of the legate’s desk, caught her eye, but he said nothing. Even if the Primus of the Ninth Legion had any qualms with a young boy sneaking food, no doubt he’d have kept quiet regardless. The primuses were growing more impatient with Gaius by the day. His communication and collaboration with them had deteriorated rapidly since the retreat from Sallach, leaving troops directionless and morale low.

      “My legate…” Ottavian began stiffly.

      Gaius, who had remained silent till now, interrupted—simply because he could, it seemed. “Are they ready?”

      “The Eighth Legion has settled into Fort Sergia, and the Seventh remains in reserve at your disposal, Legate, but the men⁠—”

      “I did not ask after the legions, Primus. I was asking about our guests.”

      Drusilla’s ears lifted. She couldn’t help but speak up as head of the household. “Guests? What guests?”

      “Nothing.” Gaius waved a dismissive hand, not looking at her. “No one who will be staying in the praetorium or villa. You won’t be expected to service them. Ottavian?”

      The primus exhaled harshly through his nose. “Yes, those…” He struggled to find a diplomatic word and failed. “People. They await you.”

      “Good.” Gaius glanced at his dinner but did not touch it. “Our savage neighbors have been too quiet this winter. It’s time we turn the tides before they do.”

      “I need to know your plans,” Ottavian said before he could be interrupted again.

      The legate chuckled flatly. “Primus, the only thing you need to do is follow orders. March where I tell you to and point your sword at the enemy. It really isn’t that difficult.”

      Ottavian ran a hand over the crest of thick curls atop his head. Unlike most commissioned officers, he was not Ruma-born but from one of the territories, a Numirabian from a loyalist family. “The men are not pawns to be moved around at will. Sir, they have to be told when they’ll be deployed.”

      Like a child, Gaius hardly seemed to be listening to Ottavian, instead examining a solid-gold paperweight shaped like a bulging, veiny scrotum. Such decor had become fashionable in the Aquilan capital. Some rubbish about increasing one’s virility by surrounding oneself with manliness. “Ottavian, these are not conscripted men we speak of. These are not tamed dogs but red-blooded Aquilan men. They enlisted and joined the legion of their own volition. The Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Legions are controlled by a legate.”

      “My lieutenants and I have to be able to manage them, or there could be consequences. Insurrections. Work stoppage. We cannot drive them like cattle.”

      “Cannot?” The room jumped as Gaius slammed a hand down on the table and stood in one motion. “If there are any soldiers so weak they would refuse to serve for such inane reasons, I want them court-martialed and punished. Insurrections, work stoppage, it would be tantamount to desertion. We’re all”—he gestured round the room with fire in his eyes—”well aware of the sentence for desertion.”

      “Can you at the very least share what you’ve uncovered about our enemy?” Ottavian asked, voice wavering with the effort it took not to shout back at his commander. “I must be allowed to manage our troops. They are not trained to fight these…”

      “Fae,” Lucastos muttered.

      “Fae. I cannot ask them to face an enemy we
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