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Chapter 1
LILLY
Cork, Ireland
The image has an ephemeral quality to it. A dream-like whispering pulls me in.  One minute my hand is resting on the surface of the mirror, and the next, it slips through the glass. The mirror ripples in the same way a breeze might blow across the surface of a lake but the image behind the glass holds firm. I see mountains, a meadow, a wild horse cantering through the tall grass. It stops and turns to face me and it's only when it does, that I realize it's not a horse but a unicorn. It looks at me, almost as if it can see me — through the glass. As if I'm not losing my mind and imagining I'm looking at a different world through a mirror. I blink and the unicorn  is gone. The sun is slipping behind the mountains, stealing the light with it. Cold fingers brush against my hand and I quickly pull away from the glass. 
"Lilly!"
Even the sound of my brother calling me is not enough to drag my eyes away from the mirror. But the bedroom door flies open and crashes into the wardrobe behind it. The bang is enough to break the magnetic pull the mirror has on me. 
"I've been calling you." My brother's voice is impatient and his face wears that same frustrated expression he's had on all week. "I'm meeting friends in ten minutes and the twins are arguing again. Aoife is upset," his voice trails off. The strain on his face makes me want to scream. "I'm sorry if I'm interrupting." He rolls his eyes impatiently. "Look, I'm sorry, okay? I'm late. I've got to go. Will you talk to them? You know what Clodagh is like. Tell her to back off a bit." He scrubs a hand over the top of his head and then huffs out a tired breath. "Tell her…I don't know, remind her that she only has one twin." His face softens for an instant before the coolness creeps back in. "They're your sisters too, you know."
I do know. That's all I know now. My three sisters and my angry brother. Overnight my world shrunk down to this house, the art gallery, and the pub across the road. As I stand, I reach into my back pocket and pull out the wad of notes I stuffed in there earlier. I feel stiff after eight hours on my feet at the gallery. I roll my shoulders back, and when Cian still hovers in the doorway, I roll my eyes.
"How much?"
"Only twenty. It's not like I'm asking for the world." Cian just can't help himself. Even when he's asking for money to go to the pub, he still sounds belligerent. I miss the sweet brother I had before our world turned to shit. "Jesus Lilly, I'll give it back to you on Friday when I get paid. I'd love to quit college and get a full-time job. You're the one making me finish — so you have to give me money."
I hand over the twenty euro note. I don't bother arguing with him. Not again. We've had this argument too many times before, and I might give in and agree with him this time. We could do with another income. Even with Sara and I working full-time it's hard to keep up with all the bills. We're lucky the mortgage on the family home is so low. If I ever find my mom, I'll thank her for that — if nothing else.
And then I feel guilty. My mom was the best mom in the world — until she left. I look down at my hands, blinking back my tears. Not again; there's no point in tears. They haven't solved anything in the last six months, and they're not going to solve anything now. I rub my index finger around the serch bythol inked onto my left wrist. The motion soothes me, but I still have moments when I see it there and do a double blink to make sure I'm not seeing things. A tattoo was never part of the plan, not for me. But they say grief can you make you do funny things…for me it was this tattoo.
A few nights after burying my dad I was passing a tattoo studio on my way home from work and before I knew what my feet were doing, they were inside that studio. The serch bythol was one of a dozen Celtic symbols up on the board but it was only after I had the tattoo that the artist thought to tell me that it was the symbol for eternal love. Apparently, it represents two people joined together forever in body, mind and spirit. I almost laughed in his face at that; he looked so sincere though I couldn't do it and swallowed back my amusement.
My finger still tracing those hypnotic curves I blink myself back to the present. I hear Cian sigh and know he feels as awful as I do. I don't have to see the pain in his eyes to know it's there. He turns and leaves my room. When he's gone, I suck in a breath, forcing back the furious tears, and then remember — .
"You have a meeting with your tutor tomorrow morning. Early. Don't stay out late tonight," I shout after him, listening to the pounding of his footsteps on the wooden stairs. I stare hard at the tattoo on my wrist, a wrist the color of a creamy mocha thanks to my Gambian mom and Irish dad. Gambia. Is that where you are, mom? Would she do that? I still can't believe it. But that's what the Garda believe. They think our mom buried our dad — her partner of thirty years — and then three weeks later, she drove to the airport and hopped on a plane back to Gambia, leaving her five children in Ireland. I swallow back the bile that burns my throat every time I think of it. I'm so angry with her.
Maybe.
I don't know.
It hurts. Everything hurts, and I miss her. Her betrayal twists inside me like some untamed beast, making me so mad that I'm scared of who I will become if I let myself feel it. I don't have time for betrayal anyway. It's my turn to make dinner tonight. I know at twenty-six I should be old enough to manage one household but there are days I feel like I'm hanging on by a thread. I need my mom. We all need her and I'm trying to be enough but I know I'm failing horribly. I can't do what she did. I might have always been the responsible one in the family but this is too much, even for me.
I don't know how to do this…be everything my siblings need. There are days when I feel like I don't even know them anymore, not after living in Dublin for the last two years. If it wasn't for dad getting sick, I'd still be there. I gave up my dream job to help my mom nurse my dad and then overnight my mom was gone too.
I can't believe she would do this to me, to us, I chide myself quickly. I'm not the only one making sacrifices. Sara is here too. At least she's done her traveling, I think churlishly and then immediately feel guilty. It's not Sara's fault that I never traveled when I had the opportunity. I could have gone but I didn't want to lose my job in the gallery.
At twenty-three, Sara's visited more countries than I will probably ever see. For the last four years we never knew for sure where she was. We'd think she was in Italy and then get an email out of the blue telling us she was in Argentina, or China, or New Zealand. I wonder if she resents being grounded like this. She doesn't complain, she doesn't even talk about her travels.
The years stretch ahead of me, filling me with dread. I loved my job in Dublin and I loved the studio time I was grabbing with an artist friend of mine. I was starting to paint again after years of focussing only on my career. Now my career is on hold and I don't have time to paint. How can I do this for another three, four, five years…Cian has another year of college and the twins are in their last year of school. This couldn't have happened at a worse time for them; not that we could control when our dad got sick. I feel that painful pinch in my stomach again. I still can't go into my parents' bedroom without remembering how he looked in those last weeks, propped up in the bed, so thin and frail as the cancer destroyed his body.
I don't know how Sara sleeps in that bed. I shudder even thinking of it but she says she'd rather sleep with the ghost of a loved one than share a room with me again. We are so different; I don't how we managed to share a room for our whole childhood. I'm surprised we didn't kill each other. I shake my head quickly. Enough. I have to get myself out of this mood. Besides, I'd be lost without my family. I might dream of traveling, of being adventurous like Sara but deep down I know that's not who I am. I've never been confident and outgoing like her. And yes, it's hard right now to keep up with all the bills but it's not like the others aren't helping. They're contributing all they can.
My glance strays back to the old full-length mirror propped up against the wall. Did that really happen? I must be losing it. Maybe I'm working too hard. Five days a week in the gallery and then five nights in the pub would be enough to make most people hallucinate. I'm sure that's all it is. Fricken unicorns! I hang my head and moan into my hands.
Pull it together, Lilly. It's time to get the dinner on.
I cast one last glance over my shoulder. The mirror looks like it always does. Old and grubby, the silver paint chipped around the edges and the glass dirty. It was a birthday present from my aunt. I met her once when I was younger and all I remember is that she was glamorous and beautiful and at eight years of age I was mesmerised by her. I didn't know that many African people while I was growing up and certainly not someone as beautiful as my aunt. Although Ireland is different now, because of the color of my skin, people still assume I'm not Irish. The first question a new person always asks me is how long I've been in Ireland. It makes me want to howl in frustration. But I always try to (patiently) explain that — NO. I am, in fact, Irish. I was born in Ireland. My father was Irish. I speak Irish. I can hold my own in a céilí, and I can give a damn good rendition of the Fields of Athenry if I want to.
After that one visit, my aunt never returned. Not once. No holidays, no phone calls, no cards, and then on my eighteenth birthday, the mirror arrived. ‘For Lilly’ was all the card said. My mom told me it was from my Aunt Luneda and then she locked herself in her room. There was no dinner that night or the next. Well, no home-cooked dinner. Dad picked up Chinese on his way home from work, and we all ate quietly in the kitchen, subdued and anxious without our cheerful mom at the center of our world.
I clatter down the wooden steps, picking up dirty clothes as I go. What is it with teenagers that they can't use a laundry basket?
"Aoife? Clodagh? How many times have I asked you not to leave your clothes lying around?" I pop my head into the living room. I know what Cian was trying to say to me and I also know he's right. As close as the girls are, Clodagh does have a tendency to walk all over Aoife. "And what are the two of you fighting about now?"
"She's texting my boyfriend," Aoife says quietly. So quietly I only just catch the words.
"He's not your boyfriend. You’ve only been on one date," Clodagh says, her voice loud in the small room. "He's not her boyfriend," she reiterates to me, following me into the passage.
I shake my head; I really don't have the energy for this. Not tonight. I turn to Clodagh and eye her with a narrowed look. She's so much more outgoing than Aoife, and I can well believe she's making a move on a boy her twin likes. Why is it Clodagh always has to compete with Aoife? As if there aren't a hundred other boys she can date — of course, she would choose to flirt with the one boy Aoife likes. It was a typical Clodagh move. I love my sister, but sometimes I really want to bang her head off the wall, just to see if I can knock some sense into her.
"Clodagh, your make-up is all over the bathroom. Will you put it away please?" I see my sister roll her eyes but I don't bother repeating myself. Chances are she'll ignore me like she always does. Instead, I make my way to the kitchen. I have to let Aoife fight her own battles; I won't do my sister any favors intervening in this. Aoife has to learn to be more assertive and go after what she wants. But knowing Aoife, she won't tell this boy how much she likes him; she will pull back and let Clodagh have him. The poor boy won't even know Aoife was interested. And Aoife will never know if she'd just spoken up, maybe, she would be the one to get chosen for a change — instead of her outgoing twin.
We have all found our own way of coping since losing our parents, and Aoife's strategy has been to retreat even further into herself than before. She was always a quiet child, but now, at eighteen, she nearly blends into the furniture she's so intent on not being noticed.
I huff to myself in frustration, I'm not going to solve anyone's problems tonight, but I can make dinner. I grab a large pot from the cupboard and fill it with water. Putting it on the stove I scrounge around in the fridge for something to make a pasta sauce with. A pint of cream and three breasts of chicken in the refrigerator. In the freezer is some frozen broccoli. That will do, I decide with resignation, but I acknowledge that I really need to come up with some new recipes. There's nothing wrong with creamy chicken and broccoli pasta — I’m covering all the bases, carbohydrates, fat, protein, and vegetables — but still, this is the third time this week. Even I'm sick of it.
A row of dirty glasses line the bar and I load them quickly into the dishwasher before giving the counter a quick swipe with a tea towel. The crowd is thinning out as we approach closing time, and only three people remain in the pub — the couple staring soulfully into each other's eyes in the corner and the man perched on a stool at the end of the bar. My eyes skitter to him — again. I've been stealing glances at him all night. Most of the customers who drink in this little pub are locals and I know nearly everyone who crosses the threshold, but he's new. I first spotted him in the pub last weekend during a busy Friday night. He sat in the corner, minding his own business, talking to no one. And no one had dared talk to him. He gave off a slightly menacing vibe. No…menacing is the wrong word.
I empty the dishwasher and stack the pint glasses on the counter behind me. I'm still pondering where to place this man on the danger scale when I steal another glance in his direction and he meets my gaze. I nearly jump out of my skin and drop the glass I'm holding.
"Would you like another pint before I close up?" I manage to squeak out my question and then force myself to take a breath. My shock is so visceral that I need a reminder to breathe. He has the most beautiful piercing blue eyes I've ever seen. On a black man. A tall, black man with blue eyes? A shudder goes through me, and I turn quickly to hide my confusion, his eyes are just like my mom's.
"No."
I spin back around at the sound of his quiet refusal. His lips quirk up in a pale imitation of a smile as he raises his glass in my direction.
"Sorry, what?"
"I said no." When I continue to frown at him, he returns the pint glass to the bar counter. "I don't want another pint," he adds to be clear, and I feel heat flood my face. I'm such a klutz. I blink and try to look away. I really do.
"I've seen you in here before," the words burst from my lips before I have a chance to pull them back. He only nods. "Your eyes are very blue." And shock has me widening my own eyes. I can't believe I've just said that. To a stranger. In a pub. At twelve o'clock at night. I push my lips tight together as though that might stop me from doing further damage. What's wrong with me tonight?
"And your eyes are very green."
"I just mean that it's unusual, you know, for a black person, you know?" I stammer my question and then blush so hard I feel my face might burst into flames.
He doesn't appear to notice. He stands, and I swallow, my breath catching in my throat. There's something seriously wrong with me tonight. First, I see unicorns and now I'm salivating over a gorgeous man. But there's no other way to describe him, and I'm sure I've never seen anyone like him before. He doesn't belong here. Not in Cork, Ireland. He belongs…I don't know, but it isn't here in my local pub. He's easily 6ft 3 with a strong, muscled body but not bulky in a bodybuilder way. No. But I wouldn't mess with him either, and although I've already discarded the word menacing to describe him, it creeps back into my mind. There's definitely something dangerous about him, and I have no business staring at him like he's my next bowl of ice cream.
No. He's not for me.
I watch him slip on his black leather jacket, his t-shirt stretches tight across his chest, showcasing his sculpted abs, and my heart beats a little faster. My gaze drops lower, and I can't help noticing how his long thighs fill out his jeans so well, and oh…I force myself to look away. Stop ogling the customers, Lilly. 
It's only one customer, and in my defense, I've never ogled anyone before. Ever. I leave ogling to the twins. I've never met two girls more boy mad than the twins. I try to keep my eyes off him, but I'm still aware of him, and I feel his gaze on me. Actually, feel it. And then I have to turn around, and sure enough, he's watching me, waiting. For what? But all he does is give me a nod, his mouth turning down before he turns and leaves. That's it. I don't know if I'm relieved or disappointed. Did I honestly think he was going to ask me out? I make a show of wiping the bar counter as I watch the door swing shut after him and out of the corner of my eye, I notice the couple in the corner are slipping into their coats as well. It looks like I'll be out sooner rather than later tonight and I know I should be relieved, but somehow, I'm not. It's easier to work than sit at home with my thoughts — my questions. Too many questions.
I stifle a sigh and force a smile to my lips as I wave the last two out of the pub. Locking the door behind them I give the tables and bar a last wipe down before dimming the lights and putting on my Arctic Monkeys CD. "One for the Road" blares from the speakers and I sing along as I mop the floors. I don't mind the work; the more tired I am when I go to bed, the easier it is to fall asleep. The trick is to be so tired I don't dream. My mom always finds me in my dreams, and in the morning, the ache is so overwhelming that I lie in bed with tears streaming down my face. Unwilling to start another day. Another day like all the others since our mom left us.
Left us. Not died. Just left. But how can anyone know that? It's true that a body was never found, and there is CCTV footage of our mom at the airport on the day she disappeared. But she never arrived in Gambia. It's a mystery but no one seems to have any interest in solving it. So, the five of us exist in a strange suspended reality, waiting. Everyone wakes up in the morning and goes through the motions. The youngest three go to their lessons and Sara goes to the sports shop she found work in after dad's funeral. I don't know what made her stay after we buried dad, it's not like she knew mom was about to disappear and that we'd need her here. Maybe she felt guilty for not being around when dad was sick; Sara only just made it back in time to say good-bye to him. We don't talk about it. We don't talk about any of it…dad's death, mom's disappearance. All we discuss are the little things: who's turn it is to make dinner, or clean, or do the shopping or what bills need paying.
Tuesday to Saturday I work in a small gallery in the city, it's only a twenty-minute walk from our house and was the only art related job I could find in Cork when I returned at the start of the year. I'm overqualified for the job and bored silly but at least I get to talk about art for a few hours a day. Rather that than working in Burger King. On the surface, life is going on. But all five of us know it's a lie. We are waiting, but we don't know what we're waiting for. Losing our dad to cancer was horrible, but this waiting, this not knowing…
I slam my fist down on the light switch more to feel the stab of pain in my fingers than out of anger. I want to feel something other than sad. The pub is plunged into darkness, and inexplicably, I shiver and glance around me quickly, a sixth sense making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I've been working part-time in this pub for the last eight months. Two nights a week turned to five nights a week after my mom left, but I have never felt this cold shiver of…fear? Warning?
I shake it off quickly, even as my mind recalls the cold fingers grasping at my hand through the mirror. Stop it, I order myself firmly. That didn't happen. You fell asleep and dreamt it or imagined it, or… it doesn't matter. All that matters is that it didn't happen. I shove my arms into my coat sleeves with more force than necessary, but the decisive action makes me feel better, more in control. The shadows still feel menacing, but they stay where they are. Nothing reaches out to grab me. Nothing moves at all, but still, I can't bring myself to turn my back on the empty pub.
Easing my way out the door I cast a last glance about the pub. There's nothing in there. The only menacing person I've met all evening has already left. I slam the door with more force than I should and the bang makes me jump and clutch at my chest, feeling the loud thumping of my heart. This is ridiculous. Oh, I'm a mess tonight. Spooking at every little noise. Breathe, Lilly, all you have to do is cross the road, and you'll be home. I glance over my shoulder towards the house, relieved to see Sara has left the outside light on. Turning back to the pub I give the door another firm tug and turn the key in the lock. Crouching down I slip the bolt into place along the bottom of the door, lock that with a padlock, pocket the keys and turn and walk straight into a wall.
It takes me longer to realize than it should have. No wall. There has never been a wall outside the pub. No. It's a six-foot-three man with blue eyes that shine in the dark. Eyes don't shine in the dark, Lilly. But his eyes are definitely shining and piercing me with a look that should scare me. All of this should terrify me, but I feel…and that's when I see the knife. 
My mouth opens on a scream, but his hand is on my shoulder, spinning me around. An arm wraps around my chest and holds me to him while his hand clamps over my mouth, smothering my scream. I try to break free, but there's no give in his hold, and I'm locked in place as the knife slices through the air and buries itself in the neck of another man five feet away. The man's eyes flare silver, and he crumples to the ground.
I gulp and squeeze my eyes shut, willing this to be a nightmare. This cannot be real. Not here on this street where I've lived my whole life. When the silence lengthens and the large hand lifts from my mouth, I suck in a gasp of air and force my eyes open. That muscled arm is still wrapped around my middle, holding me steady. Holding me upright as my legs go from under me. 
There's no one there. No body on the ground. I blink rapidly, my eyes scanning up and down the street. No wounded man. No dead body. Only the knife lying on the stone sidewalk. The trembling starts in my legs and spreads upwards until I'm shaking so hard I can't speak; I can't even push him away. This man standing behind me, his arm holding me securely pressed to his chest. I should shove him away. I should demand an explanation. His warmth wraps itself around me, and instead of pulling away, I find myself leaning into him.
"Take a breath." It doesn't even occur to me to argue. I inhale. "Now, let it out." I follow along with his soft commands. "Again. Breathe in. Let it out." His hands move to my shoulders and rest there for a minute more while I breathe. "Are you good?" His voice is soft against my ear, his accent unusual. I feel it like a shiver all the way down my spine. The silence lengthens. "Lilly?" 
He's waiting for my answer. He's waiting for me — . He knows my name. I spin around so quickly I trip over my feet and he reaches out a hand to steady me, but the brush of his fingers against my waist has me leaping back another step. I swallow a squeak and jump sideways this time. I nearly stepped on the invisible dead man. I glance at the ground again. Still no body. I didn't imagine that. Shaking my head I stare hard at the ground as though I can force the body to appear if I just look hard enough.
"What is going on?" I can't hide the shake in my voice as I tear my eyes from the sidewalk and look up at him. "Who? What?" My eyes stray towards the ground again. Still no body but the knife lies there winking up at me under the street lights. I didn't imagine it. He threw that knife. He did…didn't he? I look back at him. He hasn't moved since I jumped out of his arms. I gesture with my head towards the ground. 
"Where?" 
The man crouches beside me and retrieves his knife, slipping it into a sheath under his leather jacket. I glimpse a second dagger strapped to his chest and take another step back, away. This is not happening, and yet…it is. "Where is the body?" I manage to form a complete sentence this time.
"It's gone back across the veil."
"Right." I swallow audibly and try again. "Across the veil. Really? A veil?"
"The veil between this human world and our own." His voice is quiet, not kind. Tolerant maybe, like he's explaining something to a child.
I nod and take another step back. "So, he wasn't human then?" The man nods, and I nod along like this all makes sense, like my whole world isn't lying in a heap at my feet. "Right. Like you?" 
He nods, but his eyes are narrowed, watching me closely. A frown flickers across his lips and he steps closer, but I quickly take another step back, keeping myself out of arm's reach. He stops. I stare at him harder, and a hysterical laugh escapes my lips. 
"Your eyes glow in the dark. Of course, you're not human. It's not possible." Another burst of hysterical laughter slips out. "And people don't look like you. Like —" I wave my hands in the air in his general direction, and there goes his eyebrow. Arching. Questioning without a word. "No one here looks like you."
"I'm not from here. Neither are you."
I huff indignantly. "That's where you're wrong. I am Irish." When I think he's going to interrupt, I hold up a hand to stop him. "Yes. I know I'm black, but I AM IRISH. My dad was Irish. I have lived here my whole life. I am —" I stop, suddenly aware that he isn't listening. His eyes are scanning the street, alert.
"They've found you. What did you do?" he asks. I only stare at him in confusion. "They shouldn't have found you this quickly. What did you do?" The tension radiating off him envelopes me. As I continue to stare at him, waves of irritation wash over me. 
"Lilly." The snap of impatience in his voice feels like a whiplash inside me. Inside me?
"I can't…I don't know what's happening here." I try to swallow down the panic building inside me.
"Get inside. Now." 
He doesn't need to add the now; I'm already turning and running for my house. Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement and shadows along the street, but I don't stop. I couldn't have even if I wanted to. There's an energy in my body pushing me towards my front door. It opens without me touching it, and I stumble inside, jumping as the door slams shut behind me. I spin around in time to see a flash of white light through the glass panel of the door. The light is blinding. I run to the window in the living room. Yanking back the curtain, I stumble to a halt. White light. There's no way for me to see beyond it to the street. I have no way of knowing what's happening, but I feel scared. I feel – and then I feel nothing. It's gone. The light dissolves before my eyes, and the street is empty.




Chapter 2
LILLY
I dreamt of mom again.
The pain that floods through me is so overwhelming I have no hope of stopping my tears so I curl into a ball and let myself cry. Do my sisters and brother start the day in the same way? We don't talk about it. We don't talk about her.
I push the covers back and force myself up. The cold wood beneath my feet makes me shiver and I grab my slippers, shoving them on my feet quickly. There's no time to wallow now. Not when it's my job to make sure everyone else makes it out the door in time for school. I march down the passage, banging my palm loudly on the other closed doors before making a beeline for the one bathroom. If I don't get in there first, I'll be waiting an hour for my shower.
I'm under the hot spray when my memory of the night before finally kicks in. The water runs down my body, forgotten, as I replay every detail in slow motion — from the time I put my hand through the mirror to the blinding flash of light surrounding the house. I stood vigil at the window for another hour, but there was nothing else to see. No creeping shadows and no black warrior with blue eyes.
If I'd had a few drinks, I might be able to convince myself that I made it all up, but I haven't had a drink in months. I shake the water out of my eyes, trying to shake the confusion out of my mind at the same time. It's only then that I hear my sister shouting impatiently on the other side of the door. As I step out of the shower, I'm careful to stand on the orange mat and not leave a trail of water behind me across the mock-stone linoleum floor.
I stare hard at that orange mat and force myself to concentrate. What – I can't finish the question because I don't know what I'm trying to ask. I don't know what I'm supposed to ask. Did the warrior — that's the only way I can think of him — save my life last night? He killed someone… or something, but was that creature trying to kill me? That's the question. Me specifically. Lilly O'Driscoll. Nerves flutter in my belly, and I don't know if I want to laugh or throw up. I clutch my stomach and moan softly. What am I going to do? How do I tell the others? Oh, BTW, there are creatures from another world trying to kill me, and…No. I can't tell them. They'll think I'm crazy.
"Lilly. Now please!" Sara shouts through the closed door, making me jump, and I realize I must be way behind schedule if Sara is banging on the bathroom door. Sara is usually the last one up in the morning.
"Sorry. I'm out. It's all yours." I unlock the door and try to squeeze past my sister, but Sara blocks my way.
"What's wrong with you?" she asks suspiciously.
My head jerks up. "What do you mean?" I clutch the towel tightly around me as I shiver in the cold passage. We never turn the storage heater on out here. Any little saving helps, especially now.
"You flew in here last night like a gang of thugs was chasing you, and then you closed the door with such a bang you woke the whole house up. And now —" Sara's eyes narrow as she studies me. "You're late, and you're never late, and," Sara points an accusing finger at me, "You're usually Miss Chatty and Cheerful in the morning. And we hate it, by the way. HATE IT," she adds emphatically.
I blink and focus on Sara more clearly. "What are you going on about?"
"We hate it when you pretend to be cheerful in the morning." Sara pushes past me and then turns. "In case you didn't know that we HATE it, I thought it was time one of us said it," she pauses before adding, "And you look like shit. Just so you know." Then she closes the door in my face.
I stand alone in the empty passage and blink in confusion. God, I hate my sisters. I really hate them. Nearly all the time. The sound of the other two bickering in the kitchen filters slowly up the stairs, and I roll my eyes, but strangely the bickering reassures me. It feels normal. And then I remember everything that happened the night before and realize normal has no place in my life right now.
I return to my room and dress. Today, my work outfit is a simple black dress; it hits above my knees and has a V-neck that flatters my narrow frame. Perching on the edge of the bed, I slip my feet into my black ballet pumps. I complete the outfit with a green angora cardigan for a pop of colour and on impulse reach for my old silver locket and chain. It was a present from my parents for my sixteenth birthday and wearing it today makes me feel like they're still close. It's a lie, of course, but I slip it around my neck anyway.
I brush my hair until it shines and apply the eyeliner and mascara that is the sum total of my make-up routine. I glance quickly into the mirror to ensure I look respectable enough for the gallery but as I'm turning away an instinct makes me pause, and slowly, I stretch out my fingers to touch the glass. Cold, hard glass — nothing more. I sigh and pull my hand back. I'm being silly, I know this but still…I can't help glancing at it again, trying to peer inside it.
The looking glass my mom called it and for the first time that strikes me as odd. I always assumed my mom was being romantic when she called it that. But what if it is a looking glass? Not a mirror but something to look into? I shake my head impatiently and continue tidying my room, putting my clothes away and making my bed in the same efficient way I did through all my teenage years. I pause though, my hand on my childhood bedspread and as I'm staring at the childish flower print my mind is spinning faster and faster.
Why can't it be true? Is a looking glass any crazier than what happened last night? A warrior with glowing eyes. A light force field that protected me from creeping shadows. Was there something in the pub after all? Maybe some creature from another world. What did he say? They've found you. What did he mean?
My gaze skitters nervously towards the mirror and I step closer. The rippling light on its surface pulls me in, one step at a time, until I stand in front of it. I stretch out a hand, brushing my fingers across the cold surface before a tremor shakes me and with a sudden shake of my head, I yank my hand away. I don’t want to even look at it but I’m scared to look away. That brief touch has me breathing hard, my heart hammering in my chest. It took every bit of willpower I had to pull my hand away from the glass. What did you do? That's what the warrior asked. And now I know. The mirror. I felt its power in that second before I pulled my hand back.
They – whoever they were – found me through the mirror. I step back a few paces, putting even more space between me and the old glass. Can those creatures come through the mirror…into my house? I hear my siblings bickering downstairs… what have I done? I've put all of us in danger. Looking frantically around my room, I grab the old woolen blanket lying across my bed and throw it over the mirror. Exhaling a loud, shuddering breath I wait; I feel the blood rushing through my veins, adrenaline pumping through my body. Will the blanket help? Or is that too simple a solution?
The sound that escapes my lips resembles the noise a wounded animal might make, and I quickly clamp my lips tight together. I can't fall apart. Not now. I need advice. I need…the black warrior. He would know what to do with the mirror. I glance out the window, almost as if I think he'll be waiting on the street for me. No. He clearly has better things to be doing than waiting around for me…like fighting strange creatures from another world. And then another thought occurs to me, and dread pools low in my belly. What if he's dead? What if the creatures killed him last night?
I puff out my lips and exhale loudly. No. I can't think like that. Nothing can kill my warrior. Mine? I shake my head again, in frustration this time. Stop getting distracted, Lilly.
I need help, but who…Of all of us, the only one who knows anything about fantasy worlds is Aoife. My sister has been obsessed with the Fae for years. Her bedroom walls are covered in her drawings of faery folk — elves, pixies, salamanders, gnomes. We all tease her about it, but she mostly ignores us. She draws fantastical creatures in every spare minute. She's good too. I'm hoping she'll go to art college after school like I did but then…how on earth are we going to pay for it? 
I shake my head, bringing my mind firmly back to the present. Focus, Lilly. Aoife might be the one to ask about the mirror, but, on the other hand, do I want to scare my sister with the truth?
"Aaaaaaargh," I let out a low growl and bury my head in my hands. What am I going to do? How can I keep my family safe if I don't know what I'm protecting them from? My head pops up, and everything stills for a beat of my heart. The mirror was a gift from my aunt. My mom knew about the mirror. My mom…I am not from here. Neither are you. His words. My legs go from under me and I find myself in a heap on the floor. My hands shake as I clutch them together on my lap. Does that mean my mom isn't human? Does that mean…I can't finish the thought.
AARONN
I can feel Lilly's fear. I wish I couldn't. I'm tired of her uncontrolled emotions, her muddled thoughts. Humans are exhausting. I never realized quite how exhausting until I was bonded to this one. Annoyance and something close to disgust roll through me. Bonded to a human. Of all the things my Queen could have asked of me. Lilly's thoughts and feelings are such a muddle I feel like I'm stumbling blindly through a snowstorm trying to find her truths.
How do humans live like this?
I shake off the question. It's a waste of time, and I don't bother with problems I can't solve. I have no wish to understand the human race. In my opinion, they aren't worth the trouble. Not that I wish them any harm. They're nice enough so long as I don't have to interact with them for any length of time. Humans have a way of confusing and muddling up the simplest of situations. It's their intellect; it always gets in the way, distracting them and blocking their power. If only they knew…but it's probably better for both realms that humans remain ignorant.
Striding along the sidewalk, I make my way toward the art gallery. As I walk, I flick my gaze over each person I pass, scanning, constantly scanning my surroundings. In theory, she should be safe during daylight hours. The Ruark rarely cross the veil during the day, but these circumstances are rare — Lilly is a royal princess, heir to the throne. Living in the human world should have protected her, but the Ruark have found her.
She can't hide forever, though; she's needed in Soraya. 
I'm not overly concerned that the Ruark have found her. My real worry is whether Lilly is worth saving. Has any of her Fae blood survived these years in the human world? I've met too many lost Fae, those who crossed the veil for adventure and stayed too long. They're soulless beings, wandering lost through this human world. Many of them homeless and confused. They remember only enough to know they don't belong here but not enough to get themselves home again.
LILLY
I leave the gallery and stumble to a halt. Across the street, the black warrior is standing, one foot propped up against a stone wall, his arms loose at his side. His eyes narrow in on me and my heart speeds up with…relief? He's alive. I'm relieved; that's what these feelings are, plus a healthy dose of fear, anxiety, uncertainty, and simple, unadulterated panic. But he's here.
I watch him walk towards me, crossing the road without taking his eyes off me, and my panic flares again but this time for him. Did no one ever teach him to look before crossing the road? I tear my gaze away from his and scan the street, only releasing a sigh when I realize he's in no danger. A small smile kicks up at the corner of his mouth as if he's amused, but that smile vanishes as he reaches me.
"I told you to stay inside the house." 
The words are delivered quietly but with undeniable authority. I surmise two things from that short sentence. First, he's angry, and second, he's a man used to having his orders obeyed. My back stiffens in instant rebellion.
"No. What you said was get inside, now. You didn't say anything about how long I had to stay there."
Silence falls again and I almost feel guilty for arguing. Almost. I need his help, and if he leaves now because I'm acting like a smart-ass, then…I don't want to think about that. He's studying me again, and I shift beneath his gaze, my feet shuffling uncertainly on the sidewalk. His blue eyes narrow, but they're less intimidating in the light; his head cocks slightly to the left as though he's listening for something. I wait. My heart picks up speed and then seems to swell to encompass both of us, enclosing us in a bubble on the sidewalk.
Soraya needs a Fae for a Queen, not this weak human. She has no magic. No power. She will not survive a day in Soraya.
Disgust shoots through my midsection, piercing my stomach, setting off my nausea again. Anger follows this, then resignation. I clutch at my stomach and shake my head, trying to clear my mind. It's just like it was last night. These feelings are not mine; these thoughts are not my own.
I stare at the black warrior with fresh fear. He's inside my head. I have no doubt about it. I don't know how it's even possible, but I know it's true. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to shut him out. I can do this. And slowly…I do. My heart slows its pace, and my chest resumes its measured breathing. I open my eyes and although he hasn't moved away, there's space between us. Distance. It feels different but he's looking at me suspiciously now, more intent and watchful. I force myself to keep my distance, just as I did that morning with the looking glass. I pull my questions back and hold them close. If I even think a question, it will open my mind up to him, and I can't handle that right now.
"I'm here to protect you. I will never hurt you," he says cautiously, still watching me. I can feel him probing around my mind.
"You don't even like me," I snap back and watch his eyes widen in surprise and then narrow intently as he pushes harder against my mind, trying to get inside. I fling up my hand in desperation. "Stop."
And he does. I feel it instantly. Those probing tendrils that were weaving themselves around me for — . I pause and turn my gaze to the sidewalk so that I can think clearly. Last night wasn't the first time I've felt him. No. This sensation is familiar. It's been happening for weeks.
"How long have you been watching me?" I ask.
"Three weeks." 
I stare hard at the ground, refusing to look at him. If I look at him, I'm scared that will be enough to let him in. 
"Lilly," his voice is quiet but amused. "Looking at the ground won't help." My head shoots up and my gaze tangles with his, but he's right. Nothing happens.
"You can control it?" He nods. "So…what you're saying is that if you choose to get inside my head, there's nothing I can do about it? It's not about eye contact or touching or…." My voice trails off. "There's nothing I can do to keep you out of my head?" I hear the desperation in my voice, but I can't do anything about that either. "But I don't want this; I mean, I can't live like this. I mean…" My voice rises in pitch, sounding squeaky and shaky. It's always the same when I get nervous, and I hate it. It's hard to sound like a confident adult when my voice squeaks.
"Lilly." I don't know if he says my name out loud or if I hear it in my head. "Stop," he commands with quiet authority. And I do, just like that. I know that later it will terrify me that he can control my emotions as well as reading my thoughts, but right now, all I feel is calm. Soothed. I exhale softly and his lips quirk, just the tiniest bit in the right corner of his mouth. 
"After your training, you will be able to control it, but you have to trust me for now. If you feel too much, tell me, and I will pull back."
"I don't understand any of this." Tears well up in my eyes, but I swallow them back. I don't want to cry in front of this man, but I realize then that I can't hide anything from him, not even this. He's going to know every fear, every undignified thought, embarrassing moment… because he's inside my head. It should terrify me but I'm still swaddled in whatever spell he's put on me.
"Come," he says simply as though that's enough to dispel all my worries. He cocks his head again, and although he keeps his word and doesn't pry into my mind, I sense him studying me. "I will explain, but it's getting dark and I want you inside. I have put protection over your house so you will be safe there."
AARONN
Is it possible that Lilly hasn't lost all of her Fae magic? I can't deny the surge of hope that discovery gives me. She felt me; read my thoughts. She's afraid though; I sense it in her even as she follows my command and keeps pace with me along the sidewalk. She doesn't trust me; her human senses are overshadowing her Fae ones, and she will need an explanation before she's willing to let me in. I'm happy to give her one but not here on the street.
I glance around us as we walk, scanning for potential threats. It will be dark soon, and the Ruark know her whereabouts. It doesn't take years of military training to know they will come for her tonight. I hope I have enough time to convince her to cross the veil with me. We cannot keep her safe here in this human realm — not anymore.
I glance at her, but she avoids my gaze, staring with fixed concentration at her feet. Her long black hair shields her face from my gaze but I don't have to see it to know she's unhappy. I've seen that sadness on her face often these past weeks but I can't let myself feel it or soften my stance towards her. She has to follow my orders or — well, let's just say that I'm taking her across the veil one way or another. I am hoping she'll come willingly. 
She read my thoughts a few minutes ago; if she's willing to do so again she will know she can trust me. I hold onto that thought, hoping that Lilly will prove to be more reasonable than hysterical. I've never had much patience for hysterical people (especially human ones), and I hope I haven't bonded myself to a woman prone to hysterics and drama. 
She read my energy, I remind myself, that in itself is promising. Last night in the pub, I sensed a touch of magic in her, but that was the first indication of it in three weeks. She looked at me with that delicate frown between her brows, her green eyes wide and uncertain. I felt her questions reaching out to me, but she shut down and pulled her energy in on herself when I reached back. She probably doesn't even know she can do that.
She's going to need a lot of training, I reflect grimly. When I first arrived in the human realm, I was shocked she couldn't feel me. I feel everything she does, every minute of the day and sometimes even at night when she sleeps. If I'm awake I can sense her dreams; a flash of images will dart through my mind. I've felt this way since the bonding; I can't get her out of my head.
My heart sinks, but I shake off this melancholy; my feelings are not important in this matter. Soraya comes first and if bonding with this human Fae is what my Queen needs, then…I admit I feel more resigned than excited about this assignment, but if I can train Lilly…if there's even a chance her magic can be awakened after all these years in the human realm…if — .
Too many ifs. I stop my muddled questions with an impatient sigh. I've spent too long in this human world if my thoughts are this confused. Or too long bonded to this human Fae. Too long? This is forever. As long as we both live, she's mine, and there's nothing I can do about it.
LILLY
I lift my head and watch the warrior out of the corner of my eye. He's slowing his steps to match mine, allowing me to keep pace with him. I need answers but I'm too scared to ask. We reach the corner of my road, and I stop. Force him to stop. He only raises that eyebrow of his and waits.
"I can't take you in there," I mumble, looking at the house two doors away rather than him. "What will I tell the others?"
"You are protected inside the house." He glances up at the now darkening sky. Although it's only five o'clock, it's already getting dark, the shadows lengthening. I shiver, feeling suddenly icy cold.
"How will I introduce you to them?"
"You can tell them the truth," he suggests with a cynical twist to his lips. I shake my head sharply, refusing to contemplate that idea. Impatience stamps itself onto his hard features and I bite my lip as he glances at the sky again. "Inside," he says quietly, but with the same authority he used the night before, and like the night before, I cannot refuse him. I don't like that one bit. My shoulders stiffen and — . "Lilly," he says my name softly, almost a caress against my cheek and I blink, confused, and continue down the hill. I turn back to him outside the front door and catch the smile he smooths away. Hides from me.
"You said you would stop." I feel hurt. Manipulated. I liked how he said my name, as though he cared, but it wasn't real. He's playing with my emotions, my thoughts. "Stop," I implore him, close to tears. "Please."
He remains silent but reaches between us into my coat pocket and pulls out my keys. He unlocks the door and pushes me inside with a gentle nudge.
"Check that everyone is home," he commands and closes the door between us, placing himself on the outside with my keys still tucked into his large palm. 
Through the small glass square, I see him face the street, legs astride as he summons…magic? I don't know. I hear the sound of voices coming from the kitchen and listen carefully. Sara, Clodagh and Cian talking. Aoife? But she's always quiet. I hold still a moment longer trying to sense the others in the house, the same way I felt the warrior — a bubble of energy had swollen from my heart, a bubble large enough to encase him. I do that now, feeling my heart energy swell until it encompasses the kitchen. The flash image of my siblings is so clear that I give a startled gasp and lose the image immediately.
I stride forward and stop in the doorway, my hand slamming into the doorframe to stop my momentum. Yes. My siblings are grouped just as I saw them in my mind. They notice me and frown in concern and then suspicion as their eyes move past me. I feel the warrior's hand on my shoulder, but I also sense his concern and know… I KNOW if I turn, he will be frowning at me, his eyes narrowed speculatively. I spin around, push past him and charge up the stairs.
"Lilly," I hear him calling me back, but I can't face my siblings now. Not until I know what's going on. They've lost too much already. I won't do this to them — not until I know I can fix what's happening here. I hear his voice, low and steady, say something to the others, and I also know that if I let myself tune into him, I will know what he's saying. I don't let myself do that. I can't.
Alone in my bedroom, I wrap my arms around my waist and hold on tight. My heart is racing and my breaths are shallow; panic is the one overriding emotion I feel. My bedroom door opens and closes quietly, and then there's just the two of us and this thing between us. I can feel him inside me, and I don't want to. It's too much. I don't realize I'm shaking until I feel his hands on my shoulders, easing me down to sit on the bed. He crouches in front of me, cupping my face with his hands. His touch is gentle, in contrast to the fierce way he looks at me and the harsh scrape of impatience in his voice.
"Lilly, you are heir to the throne of Soraya. One day you will be Queen. You cannot fall apart now." He leans back on his haunches, and a flicker of a smile crosses his face. "That would be tedious for all involved, but especially for me. I will drag you crying and screaming back to Soraya if I have to, but I'm hoping you will come willingly." 
I blink. Those blue eyes look steadily back at me.
"Soraya needs a Fae for a Queen, not this weak human. She has no magic. No power. She will not survive a day in Soraya." I throw his words back at him and watch his jaw clench, his eyes narrow.
"It does not matter what I think," he says dismissively, rising to his feet in one fluid motion.
I feel his censure. He thinks I'm weak and useless…and I am. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I'm an artist. Nothing more. What do I know about the Fae?
"Are you sure you've got the right woman?" I open my eyes and grasp that lifeline with both hands. "I can't be. You said it yourself. I'm weak. I can't be Fae. I have no magic. No power." I clasp my hands together, warming to the idea. "There's been a misunderstanding. Obviously."
"I hope not," I hear him mutter under his breath but don't understand what he means. "You have magic," he continues, daring me to argue. I feel him circling my mind and raise a hand quickly to stop him. He smirks and pulls back his thoughts. I close my eyes to block him out, but when that doesn't work, I huff out a tired sigh and look up at him.
"Then tell me, please," I implore. "Tell me what I'm supposed to do now. How do I keep my family safe from…." I wave my hand towards the window rather than put a word to the shadows.
"Ruark."
I nod, accepting the name. My eyes turn to the mirror propped up against the wall, and his gaze tracks mine. The blanket falls to the ground with only a flick of his wrist and I gape at him. "Nice party trick," I mutter under my breath, but he hears me, and his lips twitch into an almost smile.
"Luneda's mirror," he says thoughtfully, turning his attention back to it.
"My aunt."
"Your Queen," he corrects.
My eyes widen, but I can't pretend I haven't guessed. Not that my family is Fae royalty. There's no way I would have thought that, but since this morning I've known that my mom and aunt are involved. That same thought has played on a loop in my mind all day. Along with the one I wasn't ready to voice this morning… I'm not human.
"Your dad was human."
I glare at him and snap, "Get out of my head."
"I wish I could," he growls back and his irritation swells to fill the room, swells to fill me and I squeeze my eyes shut in desperation, fisting my hands into the bedspread on either side of my hips.
"Stop."
And he does.
"Sorry." He hangs his head. "I'm still adjusting to this." He indicates the two of us and I feel him pull back and I should be relieved, except now I feel bereft, as though he's taken something from me.
"I don't even know your name," I say quietly when it looks like he will stand there forever, waiting.
"You do."
"I don't —" Oh. "Aaronn?"
He nods and moves towards my desk, glancing out the window as he does. What he sees out there moves through me, makes me sit up straighter.
"Are they coming for me?"
"They will not break through my magic. Not tonight." He pulls the black swivel chair from beneath my desk and straddles it, resting his large arms against the frame. "Go ahead. Ask your questions."
But a knock on the door interrupts us, and then we hear Sara's voice in the passage. "Lilly? Are you okay?" The door swings open and my sister pokes her head inside, her eyes flicking between Aaronn and me. She fixes her gaze on me, fierce and protective, and I remember that I do actually love my sisters. "Are you okay?" she asks again.
I smile at her. It's a small smile, granted, but it's a smile and I see my sister's shoulders drop an inch, but she doesn't leave. She stands her ground and waits, much like Aaronn waited for me to be ready to have this conversation. I sigh in resignation and gesture with my head to the bed.
"Join us."
I feel Aaronn's surprise but his face gives nothing away. Sara closes the door, almost hesitant now that she's been invited in. Once my sister is perched on the edge of the bed, I reach for her hand and squeeze gently.
"Try to keep an open mind. Okay?"
Her eyes widen. "Are you in trouble? Did you borrow money from a loan shark?" Her eyes fly to Aaronn. "Is he here to collect?" Without waiting for a response, Sara leaps to her feet, placing herself between Aaronn and me. "You're not taking her with you. Whatever she borrowed, we'll fix it. We'll find the money." She spins around, so she's facing me. "We can sell the house! Why didn't we think of that before? Lilly, we can sell the house. Pay the scary man-in-black back and we'll be okay again."
I look Aaronn up and down as he sits across from me. He's dressed in black leather pants, a black t-shirt, and a black leather jacket. The scary man-in-black; I feel his amusement swirling around me, inside me, and it makes me laugh. "Sara, sit down." I sigh when my sister keeps rambling and then adds pacing to her diatribe. "Sara," I say this loudly enough to get her attention. She stops but she fixes her gaze on Aaronn.
"You're not taking her. I know how the modern slave trade works, and there is no way in hell I'm letting her leave here with you. I don't care what she owes you, we'll find it. You just tell your boss that we've got it sorted."
"Lilly is coming with me. All of you are." Aaronn refutes Sara's rant with quiet authority.
"Aaronn, you're not helping," I snap, and reaching for my sister's hand, I give it a tug and force her to sit beside me. "Sara, stop talking and listen. Aaronn is not the enemy." Sara opens her mouth to start again, but I silence her with a fierce look. "He was trying to explain when you knocked. If you want to stay, then stay, but be quiet." Sara's lips clamp shut and her eyes widen in shock. I might be the eldest, but I never raise my voice to my siblings. 
I look at Sara then, really look at her. We are so different from each other. While I have long, straight black hair, Sara inherited our father's red-hair gene but on her it sits in an afro around her head, making her striking and stand-out-from-the-crowd beautiful with her mocha skin. She is also taller than me and lean and muscular from the hours she spends rock climbing and hiking. Are we all…?
"Yes," Aaronn answers my question before I even finish thinking it. "You are all Fae." He's looking only at me. I feel Sara stiffen beside me and hold tight to her hand, squeezing it to remind her to be quiet.
"Why now?" I sense his confusion and rephrase my question. "Why were we raised here in Cork? And why do we have to go back to…Soraya?" I try the strange name out, assessing it.
"Your grandmother sent Aisleen – your mother – to protect the Portal and keep it open between our two realms. Your mother is a Portal guardian. That is her work. Luneda, her sister, as the eldest, was heir to the throne and could not leave Soraya."
"And now that my mother is missing," I say, almost to myself as I gaze out the window at the grey and shadowed sky. "Who is guarding the Portal now if my mother is gone?"
"No one." He allows the seriousness of that to swell inside me.
"There's no one guarding the Portal, so the Ruark can use it to reach us here in this realm?"
"There is more than one Portal in our realm. The Ruark always had access, but your mother protected the Portals in Ireland. So even if they tried from the Fae realm, she could still block them getting through."
"Without my mother here, those creatures have unlimited access to Ireland?" At Aaronn's nod, my breath hisses from between my lips. "Why are they looking for me?"
"The Queen does not have any children of her own. Your mother was next in line to the throne but her disappearance makes you the new heir."
"The year Luneda sent me that mirror..." My eyes flick nervously towards the mirror where it shimmers with potent magic, no longer shabby and old but iridescent and powerful as though it's preparing itself for something.
"Your grandmother died that year."
Will I ever get used to how he reads my mind like that? I feel his answering yes immediately and would have laughed if I wasn't so freaked out about all of this. I don't get a chance to respond, though. Sara is twitching on the bed beside me, her restless energy distracting me.
"You said I am now heir to the throne of Soraya —"
"Lilly!" Sara tries to interject, but I only hold up a hand to my sister, refusing to break eye contact with Aaronn.
"We don't know," he answers my unvoiced question.
"The Ruark?" At his nod, I suck in a breath that feels sharp and painful.
"Lilly!" This time Sara won't be hushed. "You are freaking me out right now. I don't know if you're losing your mind, or you're high or rehearsing lines for a play," she starts hyperventilating. "Right now, you need to tell me what the fuck you are talking about. In full sentences."
I turn slowly to look at my sister. There's no easy way to say this. "Mom is not human. She's a Fae princess. Six months ago, she was taken by the Ruark. It is not known if she is dead or being held prisoner," I pause now and suck in a breath. My eyes turn back to Aaronn for confirmation. "The Ruark have found us, and Aaronn has been sent to protect us and escort us to Soraya." I stop, a question in my eyes, until he nods again.
"Lilly," Sara's voice shakes, and she stops and scrubs a hand down her face before trying again. "This can't be true. Fae don't exist," and then she laughs shrilly. "Just don't tell Aoife I said that."
"A Ruark tried to kill me last night," I say quietly, and feeling Aaronn's amusement, I add. "Actually, more than one. Aaronn saved my life."
Sara's face pales. "But — " she doesn't get any further than that. The door swings open and I see the other three standing there. One look at their faces and I know they've been listening at the door.
"You're all up to speed then?" I ask sarcastically. Three sets of eyes stare back at me, but it's Aoife, the quietest of the lot, who answers.
"Are we going to Soraya?"
I frown at my sister. "What do you know about Soraya?"
"I dream about it all the time, but I never thought I would get to go there." She's smiling the widest smile I've ever seen on her face. I shake my head and turn my attention back to Aaronn.
"When do we leave?" I ask and know his answer before he voices it for the others.
"Ruark warriors have surrounded the house. Now would be a good time. I'll have you in Soraya before they realize you're gone."
"You're going to use the mirror as a Portal?" I ask. "Is that safe?"
"Why do you think Luneda gave it to you?" He raises that imperious eyebrow.
"But," I worry my lower lip with my teeth, remembering the cold fingers grasping at me through the mirror. Trust me. I feel his words. They're just for me. I nod slowly and when he holds out his hand I place my hand in his and let him lead me towards the mirror. The fear in the room is palpable, as is the skepticism, but in mere minutes they will all be believers. I feel Aaronn squeeze my hand and give him a nod.




Chapter 3
LILLY
Aaronn escorts me through the mirror, and after a curt "wait here" for me and a sharp nod for the two Fae warriors standing guard, he disappears back into the human realm to fetch the others. I eye the warriors nervously but after acknowledging me with a nod, they both slip back into the shadows of the forest. I blink at the now empty forest clearing and gulp back my fear. The warriors are guarding the Portal; they mean no harm. I try to drum this thought into my mind but still find myself staring into the shadows, searching for them, feeling their eyes on me but unable to see them. It's unnerving, this feeling of being watched.
The oval Portal floats in the forest clearing, two feet off the ground and four feet wide. It's as tall as Aaronn and shimmers an iridescent blue and pink now as Aoife steps through it. The smile on my sister's face is enough to soften the edges around my fear. I watch Aoife as her eyes widen and she turns in a circle looking in every direction. There is a green light emanating from her and, as I watch, a pair of beautiful wings sprout from her back, unfurl and spread wide, glowing shades of green from forest to emerald to deep moss. Aoife giggles and keeps turning, craning her neck to get a better look at her wings.
"I never thought I would see them for real," she whispers. "Lilly," she bites her lip to hold in her excitement. "I can't believe this is real. I have wings. At night, when I dream of Soraya, I have these wings but," she lets out a small squeal. "We're in Soraya."
I can only stare. Aoife's magnificent wings shimmer brightly, rising high above her head. The twins have always been the smallest in the family, never managing to out-grow their five-foot-one height, but Aoife's wings easily add an extra foot to her diminutive stature. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the Portal glow brightly again and drag my eyes from Aoife to see Cian step through. His grin is immediate.
"Cool wings, sis," he smirks at Aoife and walks around her in admiration. "Hey, you look just like that faery you drew on your wall."
Aoife rolls her eyes at him, "Duh!"
I watch them laughing and mocking each other and feel anger rising inside me, anger that's as inexplicable as it is pointless. Surely, I want them to be happy and excited? But how can they be so comfortable with all of this? How can they accept it so quickly? Aoife has fricken wings, and she's okay with that. Cian…I study my brother, flicking my gaze around him rather than looking directly at him. While Aoife shimmers with a green light, Cian's light is blue, a soft turquoise that glows and shifts around him restlessly. No wings. It's silly, but that makes me feel a little better. If they both sprouted wings, I might lose it completely.
Clodagh follows next, and unlike Aoife, her response is cautious, suspicion radiating from her with every step as she circles the forest clearing, eyes scanning our surroundings. Her eyes widen as she spots her twin, but she keeps her thoughts to herself — for once. That in itself is shocking. No one is behaving the way I expected. I train my gaze on Clodagh and wait for…I'm expecting something, wings maybe. They are twins. How can Aoife have wings but Clodagh not? I scan my sister the same way I did the other two. Red, orange, and a hint of yellow. A dramatic sunset. I almost smile at that; it suits Clodagh perfectly. No wings, though.
My siblings are all different, and that makes me wonder then what my color is. I hold my hand up in front of my face, turning it this way and that. White? With gold and silver shimmers dancing through it. What does it mean? And where is Sara? I sigh impatiently and hope my stubborn sister isn't refusing to come across the veil. Just as I'm tempted to go back into the human realm to fetch Sara myself, the Portal shimmers, its light brightening to a brilliant white. Aaronn steps into the clearing, his hand wrapped tightly around Sara's upper arm. My sister is glaring up at him with a mutinous look on her face and I can't help smiling. Of all my siblings, Sara is the most stubborn. Aaronn's gaze finds me immediately, scans me and dismisses me. This Fae's arrogance is unbelievable.
Sara turns that mutinous look in my direction. Clearly, she thinks this is all my fault, but I ignore her pointed glare and soften my gaze, studying the colors around her. A red bubble around Sara's chest pulses and grows larger with every breath Sara takes; in and out, the red bubble expands and contracts. I stare at it in amazement, mesmerized, until suddenly a red spark shoots out of Sara's chest, coming straight for me. Shocked, I quickly hold up a hand to block it. The red surge bounces off a wall of brilliant white light and dissipates into the air. I stare at my hand in amazement.
"Sara!" My shocked outburst has all of them looking at me. "What the hell?" Sara glares at me and I notice the red bubble growing again, pulsing with the same raw energy. "Don't you dare do that again," I order. Immediately the red around Sara's heart dissolves and my sister stares at me in confusion, worry now clouding her eyes. All of them are staring at me like I'm crazy — except for Aaronn. He's studying me.
"Are you okay, Lilly?" Sara asks quietly, worry still creasing her brow. I narrow my eyes, scanning her. The red ball around her chest is gone but in its place is a soft purple, a lavender that pulses around her heart and head. A heather-green weaves around her lower body, blending into the lavender as it reaches her heart.
"Lilly! Why are you looking at me like that?"
"It's not just you," Cian interjects. "She's been doing it to all of us. I think she's looking for our wings." He laughs then like he's said something funny but as nobody else joins in, he eventually rolls his eyes and huffs, "You all need to lighten up a bit." Then he laughs at his own joke. "Get it? Because we're faeries…lighten up. As in fly, as in —"
"Cian, shut up," Sara snaps before turning to Aaronn. "What now?" she growls at him. "You've got us here. What are you going to do with us?"
Aaronn cocks his head to the side, and I know he's scanning my sister like I just did. Whatever he sees there has his face softening a fraction and he offers Sara a comforting smile. And I feel…jealous. I want him to smile at me that way. Gentle. Kind. No sooner than the thought enters my mind, and Aaronn turns his eyes on me.
I avert my gaze, pretending to study the forest but I feel his amusement; it brushes down the back of my neck almost a caress, a stroke of his fingers against my skin. The heat in my cheeks intensifies, but I refuse to look at him.
"We must walk from here," I hear him say.
"What? No flying?" Cian's snarky question has me rolling my eyes and rubbing my forehead, fearing a headache coming on. I see Aaronn has already left the clearing, but everyone else is looking at me. I shrug and give them an apologetic smile that I'm sure comes out more like a grimace. Aoife is the first to follow Aaronn into the wood; she even jogs a few steps to catch up with him, and then one by one, we fall into a row behind each other, with me bringing up the rear.
As we walk deeper into the wood it seems to grow darker, more mysterious, and other-worldly. I roll my eyes, impatient with myself. Other-worldly? It is another world. Another realm. The trees in the clearing had lime-colored leaves and sunlight filtered through the branches but as we walk, the trees narrow in on us, blocking out the sunlight. The trunks twist and turn in strange loops forming tunnels that we climb through. The leaves here are a richer green, more emerald than lime, and the sunlight breaks through the canopy in patches only, and when it does, little bunches of wildflowers grow; purple and yellow bursts of color in all the green and shadow.
I trail my fingers along the tree trunks as I walk and the energy I feel pulsing from them makes me smile. Why have I never felt this before? A memory surfaces then. My mom in the forests of Gougane Barra, trailing her hand along the trunks of the trees as she walked, just as I'm doing now. My mom felt this energy in the human realm as well, I'm sure of it. The trees pulse with power, the whole forest vibrating with an untamed energy, gentle but…I drop into my heart and feel the forest. It's soft and welcoming but mischievous, and my mouth twitches into a smile. There are creatures here and they're following us through the wood, but they won't come close. No. They're scared of Aaronn. They won't do anything to make him angry.
My eyes jump to Aaronn at the front of the group and I immediately feel his attention narrow in on me. I bounce my enjoyment of the forest back to him and feel his answering smile. His attention widens, though, and I feel it surrounding me, scanning the area behind me. My enjoyment slips away. I stop and turn, scanning the woods myself. The dark shadows hold a threat now that I didn't feel before. I'm so silly. How could I forget the Ruark? They're trying to kill me but I haven't given them a moment's thought since setting foot in Soraya. I shiver and turn, jogging quickly to catch up with the others. Those watching creatures don't feel so harmless anymore.
The sun continues its descent and the evening shadows make us cautious. The temperature is balmy and the air around us shimmers with magic but I know there's still danger. As beautiful as this realm is, there's a dark side to it. I feel that warning energy creeping through me and find myself jumping at shadows. But at last, we step out of the forest and into a clearing. A wildflower meadow. I walk forward a few steps before I realize where we are. To the right is the river and to the left, the mountains. All that's missing are the horses, and then I see them disappearing over a distant hill. My heart reaches out in yearning. An answering pull comes from those mountains and I see my unicorn standing at the peak, its attention on me. I feel it the same way I feel Aaronn when he turns his attention on me. This connection makes me smile and I close my eyes, allowing myself to feel the unicorn. A flow of energy passes between us and it soothes all the ragged edges inside me.
Turning abruptly, I find Aaronn watching me, his thoughts circling around my mind, seeking entry. I stop him with a fierce glare, dropping my shields in place. I know he can breach my shields if he wants to, but he pulls back with a tight nod and a frown.
"We will sleep here tonight. The meadow is protected," he announces.
Clodagh looks around her, a sour note in her voice as she says, "Great. We get to sleep in a field. I'm so relieved to know that I'm Fae royalty. I shudder to think where we'd be sleeping if we were just common Fae." She lowers herself to the grass, crossing her legs while she looks about her with distaste.
"You're such a princess, Clodagh." Aoife rolls her eyes and joins her sister on the grass. "It's warm. The ground is soft. What more could you ask for?"
"A bed, a roof over my head, food, a toilet." Clodagh starts ticking items off her fingers but Aoife only grins, enjoying riling her sister up.
"Sure, what do you need those luxuries for?"
"Luxuries, are they? Is a roof over my head a luxury? I'd like to see you going off squatting in the woods when you need the toilet."
Aoife flicks her hair over her shoulder and widens her smile. "Not a problem," she announces airily. "I am one with nature."
Clodagh glares at her and opens her mouth to argue further but I've had enough of the bickering.
"What about food?" I direct my question at Aaronn. He's hunkered on the ground, holding his hands above the grass, and as I watch, light shoots from his palms, licking at the tall grass. Little flames catch and spread. My mouth drops open and I guess everyone else has noticed too because the bickering stops and everyone's attention is now on Aaronn. He ignores us, his focus is on the fire.
I step closer, peering over his shoulder. As he pulls his hands back, he pulls the fire up with him. He does this several times until the fire blazes as large as any campfire I've ever sat in front of…except there's no burning. Beneath the flames, the grass is as green as it was before the fire. It's incredible…green grass that turns into flames — with real heat. It isn't spreading and it isn't burning the ground around it. I circle the fire and then tentatively stretch out a hand to feel it lick at my fingers, warming me gently. My eyes spring to Aaronn and I find him watching me again, studying me in that cold way of his. No, not cold, calculating, that's what it is.
AARONN
I sit beside the fire, listening to them teasing each other and I'm confused when their laughter turns to mockery. Reading each of them, I can tell how much they love each other, yet their words are harsh, sometimes even cruel. It doesn't make sense to me. Why don't they just say what they feel? It's so easy to read them, yet all of them are pretending. Sara is terrified, Clodagh angry and suspicious, and Cian is nervous but hiding it beneath a layer of recklessness that makes me uncomfortable. I watch him teasing the twins and feel his loss; I feel a kinship with him. I lost my father when I was nine years old. It's hard to lose a father, especially for a boy. And then to lose a mother as well; that's something else I can relate to. I sigh, impatient with the direction of my thoughts. This isn't about me.
I turn my attention to Aoife; she's the only one in the group who seems happy. The magic in her is strong; she will choose to stay here in Soraya, I have no doubt about that. It's too early to say how the others will feel. Lilly is…the one person in the group I should be able to read, but she has pulled her shields up. How she learned to do that so quickly amazes me. As did her reading of the others. I watched her scanning them all, reading the colors, if I'm not mistaken. I promised her I would give her space and I'm trying to hold to that promise, but I'm unsure of her. Her magic is coming back fast, and that troubles me. She has no training in how to manage it, and if she doesn't let me in, it could hurt her.
I watch her surreptitiously, but she feels my attention and turns her eyes to me immediately, questioning. Her magic is stronger than I thought possible, but I tamp down on the hope that flares inside me. She has yet to prove herself. After she completes her training, I will know if she's worth the title. If she's worth the sacrifice I've made to bring her back to Soraya. Her eyes narrow as I continue to watch her but then she glares at me and stands up. Flicking her hair impatiently over one shoulder she walks off towards the edge of the wood. I almost stand up to follow her before I realise what she's about and bite back a smile. I can give her privacy for that at least…or can I?
A prickling down my back is the only warning I get before I see the silver glow of their eyes. Three Ruark warriors are waiting in the shadows and Lilly is unknowingly walking straight for them.
Lilly. Stop.
She stops abruptly but I feel her impatience. Her hand clenches into a fist at her side but then just like that it goes limp and her impatience morphs into something else. Fear. It's the only indication I have that she's spotted the Ruark warriors. She takes a hesitant step back as the three warriors step out of the forest. Their eyes are fixed on Lilly so they do not notice my approach. Summoning my magic, I flick my wrist and toss all three back into the wood before they have a chance to get any closer.
Pumping magic into the shield, I seal us within its protective force. Lilly spins around and starts towards me but she is shaking uncontrollably and only makes it a few steps before her legs give way. I reach her just in time, pulling her into my arms and holding her tight against my chest. She doesn't resist, that's a sure sign she's in shock. Holding her gently I rub my hand up and down her back until the trembling stops.
"I'm okay." She pushes against my chest and I step back, trying to look underneath the fall of her hair but her face is tipped down, her eyes firmly on the grass.
"What is it?" I ask quietly when the silence goes on too long.
"I'm fine, Aaronn. I'm…yeah, thank you for saving me, again."
She's clearly not fine. "That's what I'm here for."
"Yeah." Lilly continues staring at the ground until, "So…the thing is…the reason I walked over here is I need to pee, like really badly. Right now. I'm going to pee in my pants if I don't find somewhere to do that." She's not looking at me but I bite back my smile anyway, knowing my amusement will embarrass her.
"Okay, I'll leave you to it." I turn away but she reaches out to stop me.
"Wait. I can't go into the wood now and if the Ruark come back while I'm, you know," her voice trails off uncertainly.
"Do you want me to wait with you?"
She huffs out a frustrated breath and finally looks up at me. "The very last thing I want is you watching me pee," she snaps and I'm trying my hardest not to laugh but she must sense it because she glares at me. "Don't you dare laugh at me."
"Of course not," I say straight-faced. Her eyes narrow as she continues to glare at me. "Do you want me to wait with you?" I repeat my earlier question and she rolls her eyes but eventually nods.
"Can you turn around? I don't want you watching."
I do as she asks but I can't help adding, "You do realise that I knew you needed to pee? You could have skipped the big confession and just asked me to stay."
A frustrated growl is the only answer she gives me and I chuckle quietly to myself.
LILLY
We've been walking for most of the morning, but I sense we're close to our destination. The air feels different high up here in the mountains. The paths are well-trod though and carefully maintained…by magic possibly. I find it hard to believe that anyone is sent out to the mountains to tidy up the footpaths, yet every path is pristine with no stone out of place. On either side of the track lush grass grows waist-high, but as we climb higher, the grass becomes sparse, the landscape rocky, large boulders marking our progress through the mountains. 
I loved the meadow we camped in last night; it was incredible to get a chance to see the unicorn and the wildflowers and…the twinkling forest. Not its official name, but there's no other way for me to think of it, not since seeing how it lit up last night. The night was dark, only a crescent moon hanging in the sky, but little flickering purple, blue and pink lights had danced through the forest. I honestly can't say what impressed me more, the light show in the woods or watching Aaronn pull food out of the air. Yes. With a wave of his hands, he pulled food out of the air, and there was enough to feed us all.
This magic is taking some getting used to. It makes me nervous, if I'm being completely honest. I can't trust a man who can pull objects – fire and food – out of nothing. It feels wrong. But the twinkling forest made up for all my other doubts. After eating, I stretched out on the grass resting my chin on my hands and watched the dancing lights, staying awake for as long as possible. Aoife was the only one in the group who seemed aware of the lights, but as she didn't say anything, I kept quiet too.
I look up the mountain path, my eyes falling on each one of my siblings in turn. Do we all have different gifts? Different magic? The others didn't see the red arrow Sara shot at me when she was angry, and only Aoife seemed aware of the light show in the trees, and only Aoife has wings… but I'm the only one who can read Aaronn's thoughts and feelings. I sigh irritably, there are too many questions I need answers to, but beneath those questions, there's a more critical fear gnawing at me. The Ruark have our mom and it's the one thing we aren't talking about. Nobody has even mentioned it — as if by silent consensus, we've decided not to discuss our mom in front of Aaronn. What will the others say when they find out Aaronn can access all my thoughts and feelings? That secrets are impossible? 
That has me pausing. Can Aaronn read all of our thoughts or just mine? Too many questions! I want to scream in frustration, but on cue, I feel Aaronn circling my mind trying to read it. I can't even see him on the mountain path he's that far ahead of me, but at the first sign of my distress, I feel him scanning me. It should reassure me, but…it doesn't. I feel hunted, I'm prey, and the moment I'm vulnerable, he's circling around me, trying to get inside my head. I shut him out, letting him feel my anger, and in return, he shows me his frustration. I refuse to back down, though.
I stop on the path and pull air into my lungs, my chest heaving with the arduous climb, and only when my heart is steady do I look back down the trail. Far below us is the meadow we camped in the night before. We're following the path the horses traveled, over the hills and into the mountains, climbing ever higher and away from the woods. Up here, the air shimmers with a white glow while the valley below sparkles with brilliant colors.
Is this my magic? Colour? I still as it hits me…Yes. I'm an artist. I see the world in color, and in this Fae realm, that means I literally see the world in color. I want to shout and jump up and down in joy. The importance of this realization rushes through me, sends tingles along my veins and lights me up from the inside. I know that if I was looking at someone else feeling this, I would actually be able to see it as colors.
I can't stop a big smile from bursting onto my face. I want to tell someone about this. Excitement skimming through my veins, I turn and hurry to catch up with the others, stopping abruptly as I round the corner. I find them all waiting for me in silence and as I raise my eyes to the skyline, the smile drops from my face, my breath leaving me in a rush. A golden suspension bridge crosses a narrow valley connecting us to the highest peak of the next mountain range. Beyond the bridge lies a city of spiraling towers built into the rock and reaching far up into the clouds. The buildings glow an iridescent white against the grey rock surface of the mountains, and bridges span the towers, connecting them to each other. It's beautiful. Inspiring. 
Aaronn moves to the bridge and waits for us to gather behind him.
"Once we cross this bridge, you will be protected from the Ruark. They cannot break through our shield. You will be safe." His gaze finds me and rests there a moment longer, reaching out to me, but stubbornly I hold him out with a fierce look. He sighs and turns, stepping through the protective shield without a backward glance. The air around the bridge pulses with a golden light, intense and almost blinding. Each one of my siblings quickly follows Aaronn onto the bridge but I wait. I have never been good with heights, and the thought of stepping out onto this bridge has my stomach clenching and my breath catching in my chest.
I stretch my hand out, dipping it into the golden light and pulling it back. It pulses every time I do that, I can almost imagine it's talking to me, and the thought drags a reluctant smile out of me. Forcing myself to step through the shield I release a slow breath when I'm on the other side. The bridge is narrow, only wide enough for a single person to walk comfortably along it, but it's enclosed as high as my waist with a handrail on either side. I hold both rails, not caring if the others laugh at me. My siblings are nearly to the other side and soon I will be alone on the bridge. I force my legs forward, they feel like planks of wood, stiff and clumsy, but I grip the rails tight and refuse to look down. 
Eyes straight ahead, Lilly. Don't look down. Don't look down. It becomes my mantra as I ease myself slowly across the bridge. Halfway across, I risk a quick glance at the others. They've finally reached the far side of the bridge and have turned back to watch me cross. Clodagh and Cian are laughing, and even Sara looks amused. Aaronn stands behind them, legs astride and arms crossed over his chest. He looks every inch the Fae warrior and I grimace, hating that he gets to see me like this. One more reason why he needs to find someone else to be Queen of Soraya. I'm not fit for royalty. Queens can't be afraid of heights; they're not allowed to be scared of anything.
As I watch, soft-hearted Aoife tries to step onto the bridge and come back to me, but Aaronn stops her, pulling her away from the edge. Then he's striding forward confidently. I roll my eyes in exasperation; he isn't even holding onto the railing. He stops in front of me, calm and assured, his arms hanging loosely at his side, but I maintain my tight grip on the rails, refusing to let go. I won't let him bully me. Fear of heights is a real fear; I have nothing to be ashamed of. Unexpectedly, he smiles before turning sideways, leaning against the railing and looking down at the valley below us. As if he has all the time in the world.
"Now you're just showing off," I huff, still maintaining my white-knuckled grip on the rails. He turns his head to look at me, and his mouth lifts into a smile again. It's a small smile, barely there, but I'll take it. I sigh and drop my defensive posturing, just enough to feel him inside me. I don't have the energy to keep him out right now. Not now when I'm trying so hard not to plummet to my death. His amusement surrounds me gently, almost cloaking me in warmth and when he holds out his hand, I remove my death-like grip on the left railing and, squeezing my eyes closed, let him pull me closer. He places my hand on the railing, so I'm now facing out towards the mountains…or, at least, I would be facing out if I could bring myself to open my eyes. I can't.
He stands close behind me and resting his hands on my two shoulders, he holds me steady. His hands are warm and solid, and slowly I feel the tension slide out of my spine as I relax. He's using his magic on me, but I don't care.
"Now, open your eyes."
I shake my head fiercely. "Not a chance, Aaronn. You can't make me."
His laughter is a low rumble in my ear as he gives my shoulders a reassuring squeeze. "Lilly, trust me. You'll be glad you did." He's still quietly laughing at me and grimacing, I pry first one eye and then the other open, but I hold my gaze stubbornly forward.
"If I look down, I will get dizzy and fall off this bridge. Do you want that on your conscience?" I grind out through my tightly clenched jaw.
"Lilly, I've got you. I won't let you fall. Now, look down." He waits to see if I will listen, but when I stubbornly remain staring straight ahead, he continues, a sharper edge to his voice. "You are in Soraya now, and you need to learn to control your emotions. I am not the only one who can feel you." Impatience has crept into his voice and I hear him sigh, but he stays close, his hands steady on my shoulders. "Look down, Lilly. There is someone below who needs to know you're okay."
That gets my attention and immediately I peer over the edge. My stomach swoops as I see the long drop to the valley floor and I keen softly but Aaronn pulls me tight against his chest.
"Trust me," he whispers again, a fierce edge to his voice, and I know he isn't talking about the bridge.
"I can't," I start to whisper back but then, "Oh! The horses." I scan the herd below and my eyes land on the lone unicorn standing to one side, his head up, searching for me. The connection is instant, bringing tears to my eyes. I crane my head back to look at Aaronn. "How did you know?"  
Instead of answering, he drops his arms and steps back, putting distance between us. His face is closed, and even though I tentatively reach out with my mind, I meet a hard wall. He isn't letting me in. I cast a last glance to the valley below me, forgetting to cling to the railing, forgetting my fear of heights.
"We must go. Queen Luneda is expecting us." Aaronn turns and strides off confidently; all I can do then is hurry to catch up with him. It isn't until my feet are on firm ground again that I realize I forgot to use the railing.




Chapter 4
LILLY
On the other side of the bridge, I inch closer to the cliff edge and peer down. In the meadow below, the horses are grazing, content to meander through the tall grass. To the right of the bridge, the meadow leads to a lake, whose surface ripples with the breeze blowing through the valley. It's a peaceful scene and one that tugs at me. I notice a staircase carved into the side of the cliff and, for just a moment, I'm tempted to disappear down those steps, to find my unicorn and… Exactly, and then what, Lilly?
The rest of my family has already disappeared into the mouth of the tunnel and I turn reluctantly to follow them. The entrance to the tunnel is carved out of the mountainside and arches high over my head; a swirling pattern of branches meant to represent a tree is carved into the rock. I run my fingers lightly over the carvings, smiling when I feel the pulse of energy in the stone. Everything in Soraya seems imbued with light and energy, even something inanimate like this rock. Inside the archway, Sara is waiting for me, and over her shoulder, I catch a glimpse of the others disappearing down a long tunnel. I look back at Sara and raise my eyebrows in a silent question. When that gets no response, I fall into step beside her.
"You okay?" I ask.
"Well, spill it." At my blank look, Sara rolls her eyes. "What's with you and the man-in-black?" I stumble and reach out quickly to steady myself against the stone wall, avoiding her gaze.
"Don't be silly, Sara. He was helping me cross the bridge and lecturing me — again."
"Uh-uh, no. You're not fooling me with that." She grins wickedly.
"You're not fooling any of us," another voice joins in, and I sigh when I find Clodagh waiting for us. 
I grit my teeth and glare at my sisters. I really don't want to have this conversation — for multiple reasons, not least of them being Aaronn can hear all of it. Or maybe not all of it. Can he hear my sisters' questions or only my thoughts in response to what they're saying? My mind wanders as I consider this until Sara jabs her elbow into my side, making me yelp.
"Stop. You're such a bully," I moan and glare at her, but Sara only grins back unrepentantly.
"Come on, Lil, we need the distraction." She wiggles her eyebrows at me. "What's with you and Aaronn?"
"I don't even know him," I answer evasively. "We met the other night when he saved me from the Ruark, and then he showed up at work and came home with me, and now we're here. The end."
"You seem to read each other's minds. You have whole conversations without talking," Sara says dramatically and too loudly for my comfort.
"Sshh," I hiss.
Sara and Clodagh look at each other and burst out laughing.
"It's not a secret, Lilly, and besides, there's no one here." Sara gestures at the empty tunnel we're walking through. It's a wide road carved through the mountain, smoothed to a perfect finish and decorated with stone archways every ten feet. Lights are embedded in those archways to illuminate our way and a series of tunnels branch off in different directions. I crane my neck, glancing down each of the tunnels as we pass them.
"Where do you think they all lead?" I ask my sisters.
"Oh no you don't. Stop trying to change the subject," Sara says firmly, but her eyes flick quickly down the tunnels, scanning each one, but not out of curiosity. From the nervous look in her eyes, I can tell Sara is assessing each tunnel for potential danger. I've never seen her this scared. For Sara, this journey through Soraya is worse than anything else we've yet lived through — even losing our parents. How did I not notice this before? I've been so wrapped up in my own feelings that I haven't considered it from anyone else's perspective. Aaronn assured me we were safe; I felt it from him. But the others don't have that assurance and Sara is terrified.
I reach out and slip my arm through Sara's, pulling her close to my side. I lower my voice, hoping Aaronn is too busy to tune into our conversation. Clodagh steps closer, and I pull her in too. We continue walking with our arms linked.
"First of all, we're not the only ones here," I say confidently. "I'm betting these tunnels are like a network of roads for the Fae, so I'm sure there are a few around, and I'm also willing to bet that sound travels really well in here."
It does. I hear Aaronn's voice inside my head and frown. So much for him not tuning into this conversation.
Stop. I glare at Aaronn's back as he disappears around a bend in the tunnel. He laughs in response. Good-bye, privacy, I think. I hear his laughter out loud this time.
"Aaronn can read my thoughts and feelings," I admit to my sisters and watch their eyes widen. "I can also read his — if he lets me. He's better at putting his shields up." I squeeze Sara's arm. "We're safe, Sara. He can't lie to me. I would feel it."
Sara doesn't say a word. Clodagh is strangely quiet too.
Tell them I can't read their thoughts; that might reassure them. 
"He wants me to tell you that he can't read your thoughts, only mine."
Sara shivers and pulls back sharply, dropping my arm. "That's just creepy. Can't you stop him?"
I shrug helplessly. "When he lets me. My magic isn't strong enough to keep him out completely, though."
"But why you? Why only your thoughts?" Sara persists.
I shrug again, wishing I hadn't said anything to my sisters. Aaronn is strangely quiet after this; even when I reach out to him with my own mind, I find he's put a wall back up, blocking me out.
"But what happened on the bridge?" Clodagh asks. "He was holding you in his arms — for a long time," she adds with a smirk. "Was it nice?" Her voice turns mischievous. "He's so strong. I wouldn't mind having those arms wrapped around me."
"Clodagh! He's too old for you," I admonish before adding defensively, "Besides, he wasn't holding me in his arms. His hands were on my shoulders to steady me. That's it."
Clodagh grins. "Ah, but I bet you wanted them around you."
"Stop it," I say sternly, but my mouth is twitching in amusement, belying the seriousness of my warning.
"Oh," Clodagh's mouth forms a perfect O as she realizes. "He can hear this conversation, can't he?" She looks past me to snag Sara's attention. "You're right. It is creepy. How do we put a stop to it? It's probably a spell or some kind of Fae voodoo magic. There must be a way to break it, though," she pauses thoughtfully. "I'll ask Aoife," she says, patting me on the arm.
She leaves us to jog up the passage to reach her twin. I watch her go with a grin and a shake of my head. When I glance back at Sara, I find her watching me with a frown.
"Why didn't you tell her you don't want it broken?"
"What do you mean?" I ask carefully.
"This connection with Aaronn. You like it. You like him."
"I don't know him," I say steadily, refusing to let Sara bait me into another argument. My sister is scared and itching for a fight. I can see that with one glance. I don't think it wise to say that, though, so I keep my new gift to myself and drop back, letting Sara walk a few steps ahead of me. That way, I can watch out for any flying red arrows my sister wants to throw my way.  
My feet hurt, and I really wish I wore runners to work instead of my ballet pumps. Even more than that, I long for a hot shower, a bath, a plunge in a cold ocean…anything that involves getting out of my dirty clothes and getting clean again. I discreetly sniff at my dress and wrinkle my nose. I'm hot and sweaty and dirty. Not a great look for meeting royalty.  She's your aunt, Lilly. But even as I try to reconcile those thoughts, I just can't make it stick. The Queen might be my mother's sister, but she's still the Queen. She still ordered our return to Soraya. I'm under no illusion that we had a choice in the matter. Aaronn said it himself…he was willing to drag me crying and screaming all the way to Soraya if he had to. No. There's no way to sugar-coat it. This is not a family reunion we're returning for. This is a command we're obeying. And I can't help thinking that there must be a reason our mother never told us about Soraya and our Fae heritage.
We've been walking underground for what feels like an hour but might be half that. It's impossible to tell in this false light, and with no glimpse of daylight, I feel disorientated and grumpy by the time we climb to the surface. At the top, I stop, squinting in the bright light, staring then at the sight in front of me. We've emerged onto a large cobbled square surrounded on three sides by narrow dwellings. On the fourth side of the square sits a larger, more imposing building that shimmers in the afternoon light. The white building presides over the cobbled square very much the way I imagine a Queen presides over her citizens.
While I've stopped to gawk at the buildings around us, Aaronn is striding across the square, seemingly oblivious to the Fae stopping to watch our progress across the cobbles. This is my first sighting of other Fae, and my curiosity matches theirs. They are a beautiful race; that's my first impression. The Fae I see in the square are tall and lithe with sharp features and almond-shaped blue eyes. They wear their hair long and straight and carry themselves with an elegance rarely seen in the human realm. They are not all dark-skinned either; that was something I've been curious about since both my mom and Aaronn are black. No, this Fae realm seems to be as diverse as the human one. I almost smile at a few of the Fae who make eye contact with me but then bite it back at the last minute, uncertain of my welcome. Maybe they view me in the same way Aaronn does — as a lesser race. Is that how all Fae feel about humans or just Aaronn? And if that's so, why did my mom choose to stay in Cork and marry a human?
Lost in my own thoughts, it takes me a moment to notice that I've become separated from the rest of my family and I quickly hurry to catch up with them. It's only then I see how uncomfortable my siblings look. They stick close together in a small huddle, matching their steps to Aaronn's, afraid that without his protection, they will be lost in this strange world. I frown as I watch them; I've neglected them. Just like I failed to notice how scared Sara is, I've also failed to see that they need me. It's time to remember what matters here…before all this magic goes to my head and I start believing I'm something special because I can see a few colors.
I tuck my head down to avoid further distractions and hurry to catch up. They're now gathered outside a large arched doorway. Beside this doorway sits a marble statue of a faerie with wings stretching up high just like Aoife's do when she unfurls them. I reach out tentatively and touch the marble sculpture expecting it to be cold and lifeless but instead find the stone warm and vibrating against my fingertips. I pull my hand back sharply and mumble, "sorry," when I notice Aaronn frowning at me. He dismisses my apology with a little shake of his head.
"This is the royal palace. I will present you to the Queen, and then the royal household will take over your care. Please…" His glance strays to me again. "Do what is asked of you. You will be safe and well taken care of if you remain within the rooms allocated to you. Do not stray." He looks like he's about to say more, but with a quick shake of his head, he turns and leads us through the open doorway. It opens directly into a long, narrow courtyard that runs the length of the palace. It has a fountain at its center and wisteria trees growing along its edge.
Fae are gathered on the balcony enjoying the mild weather, and a few are sitting on benches beside the fountain, but collectively they fall silent when we step through the doorway. My eyes scan the courtyard and forcing myself to swallow back my nerves, I straighten my back and remind myself to walk tall. I'm a Fae princess; I belong here. But do I really? Although I want to drop into my heart and feel these Fae, fear holds me back. I'm scared of what I'll find out if I allow myself to use any of my magic. I'm afraid of what these Fae really think of my family.
In the now hushed courtyard, Aaronn leads us along a path to a set of stairs on the other side. The stairs wind up to a doorway where two Fae warriors stand guard. They nod to Aaronn and step aside. No words. No chat. No smiles…or maybe they don't need to. Perhaps they communicate in other ways. I feel that fear crowding in on me again. How can I be Queen of all this?
Stop it.
It's such a simple command and it works to silence my fear but not in the way Aaronn intends. All it does is remind me that Aaronn can read my mind and that I need to get better at hiding my thoughts. Not that my thoughts or fears will change. There's no way I will ever believe that I have what it takes to be a Fae Queen, but for now, I tuck these thoughts away and focus my mind on everything around me instead. If I keep my mind on the palace, then that's all Aaronn can read.
AARONN
I notice Lilly's sudden absorption with the palace décor but hide my amusement. She's learning fast, but she will have to drop her guard…eventually. I hide a grimace at the thought. Eventually isn't good enough. I need her to trust me now. Although she's right not to trust me, I was not completely honest with Lilly when I told her that Luneda doesn't have children. While the Queen is not my biological mother, she's been my guardian since my own mother's death.
Last year the Queen chose me as her successor, but the council denied it, insisting the throne pass to one of royal blood. Since then, the Queen has been obsessed with retrieving Lilly from the human realm. Lilly's mother, however, ignored the summons, refusing to bring her daughter across the veil. The truth is, the Queen's decision to bind us is as much for her own goals as it is for Lilly's protection. 
Glancing at Lilly now I feel again the uncomfortable twist of guilt in my gut…but the Queen wants the bonding to remain a secret. Besides, how do I tell a woman I've just met that we're married? She wouldn't believe it, even if I did. No, it's better that she doesn't know for now. This is the right decision for Soraya.
When Lilly is more familiar with our ways…then I'll tell her the truth. She will understand then that a human Fae can never be Queen of Soraya and she might even be grateful to have me as her husband. I shake my head at my own foolishness. Lilly is never going to thank me for deceiving her in this way. But I had no choice, Soraya needs a strong leader and Lilly will never be powerful enough to fill that role on her own. I understand the Queen's motives…Soraya has to come first, before my own happiness, or Lilly's for that matter.
I could not refuse this assignment. I almost laugh out loud at that. Assignment? Since when has marriage been an assignment? But that's how I viewed it at the time. That's how I still view it, I remind myself firmly even as my mind veers back to that moment in the meadow. Her body trembling as I held her against my chest. She was pressed so close that her body still feels like its imprinted on mine and now, even though she's walking on the other side of Aoife, I can still smell the vanilla scent that lingers on her hair.
I clench my fist tight and focus on that instead of the woman who is now my wife. My wife…frustrating, infuriating woman. Human woman, I remind myself. Is it possible for a Fae to be attracted to a human? Lilly's mother fell in love with a human, she had five children with the man. There must have been some attraction there.
You're already attracted to Lilly, my magic whispers, taunting me with the truth.
LILLY
I suck in a deep breath and exhale it with a shudder. Why am I nervous? I'm meeting my aunt. Yes, Luneda is a Queen, but she's still family; that has to count for something, doesn't it? She's my mother's sister… And yet, I feel scared. So scared.
The entrance to the throne room is intimidating. I imagine it's supposed to be. This might be a Fae realm of magic and mystery, but clearly, a show of power is as important here as it is in the human realm. The door swings open, and, like throughout this journey, I allow the others to step ahead of me. As I enter the room, I swing my gaze around it, taking in the large ballroom dominated by a large, gold throne at the far end. Behind the throne are three high arched windows streaming light into the space, throwing both the throne and the Queen into silhouette. Is that intentional? Did the Queen deliberately place herself in a position where she's surrounded by blinding light?
I remind myself not to dawdle this time, especially when I feel that royal gaze land on me at the back of the group. I don't dare look at her directly, though; instead, I throw quick glances around me and catch Sara doing the same thing. All of us assessing our surroundings. It's a beautiful room, I'll admit that much, but then there's little of Soraya that isn't beautiful…so far.
We stop a few feet from the throne, standing in our own circle of light. Tipping my head back, I notice a glass cupola on the roof pouring this circle of light onto us from above. The light brushes against the white stone floor with a soft caress. It does not reflect or bounce harshly like in the human world; here, the light whispers. The walls are painted a sky blue, and scenes from Soraya are depicted in gold-leaf paint. I recognize the forests we arrived in and the valley and mountains we climbed. There's even a delicate rendition of the city, nestled amongst those mountains but to the right are other scenes…the ocean crashing against cliffs and high mountains with eagles sailing above them. In another corner of the room is a desert scene, and in another, a jungle. The kingdom of Soraya surrounds the room to remind everyone of the Queen's realm, of the breadth of her power.
"Welcome to Soraya. I am truly pleased you decided to join us here."
The Queen stands and steps down from her throne, moving closer to us and out of the blinding light. There's a gasp from someone in the group but I can't say who made the sound. I don't care. I'm sure every one of us feels the pain that pierces me. The Queen is a mirror image of our mother. How is that possible? I met Luneda. How did I not see this? Those eyes, so like our mother's, find me at the back of the group.
"Your mother and I are twins," she says kindly. Then she glances at Aoife and Clodagh. "Like you two. Twins run in our family line." She takes another step closer, but it's too much for me; it's too hard. I can't look at my mother's face, standing there before us. My mother's face but not my mother. No. I press my lips tight together to stop the moan that nearly escapes. I want my mom back. Not this strange, powerful Queen. "Which Portal did you use?" This question is directed at Aaronn but still holds a maternal note. It jars against my ribcage, the Queen's powerful presence combined with the gentle tone she uses feels…wrong.
"The woods of Lycium." The Queen nods her approval and, with a wave of her hand, indicates for Aaronn to continue his report. "The Ruark warriors surrounded the house. It was necessary to bring the entire family — to ensure their safety."
"You did well, Aaronn."
"Do you have news about our mom?" I blurt out and everyone turns to look at me. I don't care. I need to know the truth. We need to find our mom and leave this strange land. I've never wanted to see Ireland more in my life. Cold, wet, always-raining Ireland. I silently promise I will never complain about the Irish weather again if we can just find our mom and go home. Luneda's eyes narrow in on me in an assessing way, but I hold my ground and wait. Whatever the Queen sees, it pleases her, and I catch a glimpse of amusement in her eyes before a ball of golden light bounces from her chest and disperses over our heads. What was that? I glance up, watching those little light particles settle on us all and I feel…soothed. Everything is going to be okay. We're safe at last. I blink; this is the same magic Aaronn used on me in Cork. It isn't real, and yet…
"Your mother has been found. She is alive." The Queen lets the news settle before continuing. "We will act quickly now to rescue her." Her gaze only rests on Aaronn for a second but I notice the sharp nod he gives his Queen. "Now that you are safely returned to Soraya, we can proceed."
I don't like the sound of that last statement – safely returned - but before I can question it, Luneda gives a signal. Turning sharply to my left, I find a Fae warrior at my elbow. My head swings from side to side in confusion. We're surrounded by Fae warriors. Where did they come from? I could have sworn the throne room was empty when we arrived. I blink in consternation and fling a desperate look at Aaronn.
What is happening? You said I could trust you.
My heart beats frantically, knocking against my ribcage. My eyes swing around the group again, and I notice my fear mirrored in my siblings' eyes, but before I can react, I feel the soft press of Aaronn's hand against my chest, soothing me; my breathing slows and my heart eases enough for me to raise my eyes to his, but he isn't even looking at me. He's on the other side of the room talking quietly with his Queen while the warriors escort us from the room. I fling a desperate look over my shoulder towards him. The connection is strong, and as we're herded from the chamber, I feel him deep within me, holding me steady.
I will come to you before I leave.
I want to march back into that throne room and demand answers from him. 
I will come to you before I leave.
Again, his voice whispering in my head. I want to force him to tell me everything, all the secrets he's hiding. But it's too late. The door to the throne room closes behind us and I feel my connection to Aaronn dim. He's pulled his shields up, and there isn't enough magic in the world to help me break them down.




Chapter 5
AARONN
Knocking on the door, I wait; I can hear voices within, but there's a long pause before Cian opens the door. He scowls at me but stands to one side to let me in.
"Oh, look. It's Lilly's knight in shining armor," he announces to the others. Lilly is not there and I frown at that, ignoring Cian's sarcasm. I can sense the boy's anger pulsing around his body and I'm careful not to stand too close in case I absorb any of it. I need my energy to be clean when I talk to Lilly. The only way for her to feel reassured is for me to open myself up to her, to let her feel that I intend her no harm.
"Where is Lilly?"
Cian has turned his back on me so I direct my question at Sara, who is staring at me with unnerving intensity, her eyes glazing over as she does. She sways slightly on her feet but before I can move closer to help her, she quickly shakes her head and focuses her gaze back on me. There is a new quality to her scrutiny now — a knowing. It makes me wonder what her magic is. Before I can reach out to get a sense of it, she points to a door on her right.
"Lilly is in her room." She turns away from me and I see that Aoife and Clodagh have also retreated to their bedrooms. They are all angry with me; it doesn't take magic to work that out. Regrettably, there is nothing I can do about it. I sigh and make my way over to the door Sara pointed at. I knock but open the door before Lilly has a chance to tell me to go away.
She is sitting on the window seat on the far side of the room. She's had a chance to shower and change her clothes and is now wearing a white dress, her hair falling straight and long down her back. She looks at me but then pulls her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around her legs. The action is defensive, and I feel her confusion and hurt. I remember my early days at the palace and how trapped and isolated I felt. As I study her, the dress slips down, exposing her thigh and I avert my gaze, looking out the window behind her. She turns her head and follows my gaze. It's a beautiful view from this side of the palace and I'm relieved the Queen chose these rooms for them. The vast expanse of the mountains outside will help them to feel less trapped.
"You've come to tell me that we're safe, and I must trust you." She doesn't look at me while she says it but I sense her hurt. She drops her shields and lets me feel everything — now I wish she wouldn't. It's not easy feeling someone else's pain; trying to distinguish between her pain and mine. I sigh softly and cross the room to sit on the window seat beside her. She pulls her legs in tighter, so her feet won't touch me, but she doesn't move away. I take that as a win. If she hated me, she wouldn't let me anywhere near her.
"What do you want, Aaronn?" she asks and I wince at her tone.
"I told you I would come and see you before I left."
"You also told me I could trust you," she says. "Now we're prisoners here in these rooms. There are guards on the door," she adds; too angry to look at me, she keeps her gaze on the view outside.
"They are there for your protection." Lilly snorts at that and I admit to myself that my reasoning is weak, but it's hard to explain the intricacies of Sorayan politics in a few sentences. "I've been tasked with rescuing your mother," I say instead. "Lilly," I pause, waiting for her to look at me but she keeps her eyes stubbornly averted so I reach forward and take her hand. Startled, her eyes fly to mine; there's a question in their depths but I'm not ready to answer it so I smile and give her hand a squeeze. "You can reach me if you need to." Her throat bobs nervously as she swallows but she doesn't pull her hand away.
"If you let me in," she says then with a frown, clearly remembering the moment outside the throne room when I shut her out of my mind.
"I'll let you in." I squeeze her hand again. "It's my job to keep you safe, Lilly. I told you that in Cork and I meant it. Please don't think I'm abandoning you here in the palace. It doesn't matter where I am; I can still feel you. You can still talk to me."
She frowns at my words and I feel her distrust. "Why?" When I don't answer quickly enough. "Why is it your job to keep me safe? Why can you feel me? Are you my bodyguard?"
"Something like that," I answer evasively. I try to smile then to lighten the mood but when her frown only deepens, I know she doesn't believe me. "I'll be back before you know it."
LILLY
I nudge the door with my hip, clutching a sketch pad and pencil in one hand and a mug of camomile tea in the other. Once outside, a sense of calm washes over me, soothing me. I nudge the door closed with my bum and take a moment to enjoy the quiet and the view. Not that the palace is noisy but living full-time with my siblings is…overwhelming. Each of them has questions about Soraya and the palace and believes I'm the one who needs to get the answers for them.
The Queen has provided everything we could possibly need, from lavish rooms to clothes, books, art supplies, and favorite snacks. Anything we ask for arrives within hours. The only thing she has denied us so far is an audience with herself. We are forced to spend our time in the eastern wing of the palace — for our privacy or to keep us isolated from others? I can't answer that question and feel it's impolite to ask, so I say nothing for now. It's a generous space, a sitting room with low-lying divans and soft bean bags for lounging around in — we're doing a lot of lounging around — and a table for our meals.
All of our meals are served in this room. Again, for our own protection or… I pull my mind back from the question. I have too many questions and a growing sense that something doesn't add up. I'm not the only one who feels this way, and there's a constant tension in the sitting room when we gather together. Each one of us has a private bedroom with its own bathroom – a small luxury after sharing a bathroom for years. It truly is as close to five-star accommodation as we could ask for. If I could forget why we're here, I might even enjoy it…maybe.
I sigh again as I step closer to the edge of the balcony. I love this side of the palace; the views from here are limitless; a range of mountains stretching to infinity. They tug on my heart and help me forget how confined we are in the palace. Prisoners, Sara mutters every day. I try to deny this, but no one believes me, and truthfully, I'm beginning to doubt it myself. It's been two weeks since Aaronn left but he has kept his word, and if I reach out to him, I sense him with me. At times I almost forget that he doesn't like me and then I have to remind myself of those feelings I had in Cork. His not mine. The distaste, disgust even. Aaronn is not a big fan of humans and I'm clearly a masochist. Why else would I still find him attractive? Since he left, no one has answered any of our questions. Two weeks of this waiting and waiting…and waiting. 
A stone bench hugs one side of the balcony and I place my tea, sketch pad, and graphite pencils on one side while I take a moment to center myself and breathe. I drop into my heart – the way I've been practicing every day since arriving at the palace – and allow it to swell and encompass my surroundings. Every day I push a little further. The first time I did this, I made the mistake of doing it in my bedroom, and when I expanded my energy outside my room, I was bombarded with the images and voices of Fae courtiers and palace staff. It was so overwhelming that a sharp pain arced across my forehead, piercing in intensity; it shut my magic down instantly. Having learned that lesson the hard way, I now tuck myself away on this balcony to practice my magic. I rarely meet anyone else, and with practice, my magic is growing in strength and accuracy.
I love the feeling of my magic; it's sensual and soft, like swimming through warm water but water bathed in love and light. I huff out a laugh at that ridiculous explanation. No words can describe the euphoric but calming feeling that comes over me when I drop into my heart. It feels like safety and it's addictive. I push my energy out and sense the space around me. The mountains are soothing, and my heart energy steps into that space quickly, expanding far beyond the palace walls. I allow myself to rest for a few minutes, drawing strength from the mountains before I pull my magic back and begin probing into the palace behind me.
The rooms on this side of the palace are quiet, and I have not had a repeat of those migraine headaches. I'm careful not to — those headaches sent me to bed for twenty-four hours. I was unable to eat, managing only small sips of water for two days after. Without Aaronn to guide me, I'm blundering my way through these self-imposed lessons. My magic is coming on strong, so intense it scares me some days. I cannot read anyone else's thoughts – that seems to be something I can only do with Aaronn – but I can read their colors and hence their emotions. Every emotion has a distinct color, and I'm compiling a list in my sketchbook. For instance, varying shades of blue can mean different things. Turquoise is a peaceful and loving energy but quite passive, whereas navy blue has a more active feeling — steady action and focus, still calm, but deliberate. In fact, all the blues share a quiet energy, but the different shades of blue determine where they fall on the active and passive spectrum. It's complicated but fascinating, totally absorbing. It makes me feel guilty; my siblings are stewing in anger and fear while I have this new hobby.
Regret lances me, but what could I have done differently? If my siblings had fallen into the hands of the Ruark…if they had been killed. No, I can't think like that. Regret is a waste of time. We're here now, and soon, Aaronn will return to the palace with our mom. Soon Aaronn will return; I feel that familiar tug on my heart and want to reach out to him but stop myself. I don't want him to think I'm stalking him, and I really don't understand this connection I have with him. He's nothing to me; I shouldn't feel this longing to talk to him.
Frustration gnaws at me, unsettling my magic, and realizing I'm losing focus, I quickly center myself and return my attention to my heart, blocking all thoughts of Aaronn from my mind. The Palace Fae seem unaware of my magic, and I intend to keep it that way for as long as possible. I don't trust them…or the Queen. I feel guilty even thinking that. Luneda is my aunt, she's family, but it doesn't seem to matter. I can't shake this feeling of unease…so I practice my magic in secret. The Fae courtiers and palace staff remain oblivious. The realization that not everyone can read my energy or my mind the way Aaronn does throws up more questions than answers. In fact, not only can the Fae not sense my magic, but most of them treat me with polite disdain.
Sensing a presence nearby I expand my energy until I can see the corridor that runs alongside this balcony. I see the Fae warrior, Tulia, who usually stands watch outside our rooms. I ignore her; I'm used to the warrior's quiet presence following me around. I take another deep breath of mountain air, allowing my attention to drop deeper into my magic as I push it further into the palace. I see my siblings in the sitting area of our quarters, and beyond those rooms are two more Fae warriors; I recognize Kayne and Siska. I'm learning the names of the Fae that watch over us. Searching for allies, Lilly? I shake off that question and re-focus. Another passage…the sweeping staircase that leads to the throne room… I bypass those stairs and allow my energy to wander into an area of the palace I haven't explored yet. More passages and chambers. Fae walk the halls and lounge on low divans, talking quietly. On the ground floor, large windows allow light to flood the palace, and, inhaling deeply, I'm sure I can almost smell the rose oil that scents the palace corridors.
I smile and sink deeper into my magic, forcing myself to go even further today. Wanting to push my boundaries. How far can my magic take me? I see a long corridor, gold doors, and two Fae warriors standing guard. I move through the door and have an instant flash image of Queen Luneda before a powerful wash of light knocks me back, forcing my energy up the corridor at such a speed it leaves me dizzy. My eyes snap open in a rush, and I gasp in a large breath, clutching my chest. The energetic shove back from the Queen was so powerful it felt physical. The force of it against my chest has left me winded and bruised. I shudder and take a gulping breath while I try to steady my nerves. My legs are shaking and I quickly lower myself to the stone bench. What have I done?
The summons arrives later that afternoon and I grit my teeth in resignation. Now, when I don't want an audience, the Queen calls for me…but of course she does. I might as well have strapped a rocket to my ass and set myself whooshing into space for all the discretion I showed earlier. Pushing my energy beyond those gold doors was asking for trouble…and now I have it.
Forcing myself to stand, I grimace at the wide-eyed looks from my siblings and try to force a smile to reassure them. My smile falls flat when I realize not one of them believes the smile is genuine.
"It will be okay," I say quietly but my fingers drum restlessly against my thigh, belying my words.
"Why wouldn't it be okay?" Clodagh asks suspiciously. "You've asked to speak with the Queen every day since we arrived."
"Exactly," I say too loudly and paste a bright smile on my face. Silence follows my outburst. No one moves, and for once, Aoife is not smiling; she sits curled up on the beanbag with her wings tucked neatly behind her back, but it's how she's withdrawn into herself that makes me frown. It's the way she was at home after our mom disappeared…that way she has of disappearing in plain sight, blending into the blue beanbag she's sitting on. "Aoife," I say quietly, not wanting to startle her and not wanting to alert the warriors posted outside the door. "Look down," I add when she only stares at me. She lowers her eyes to her lap and gives a startled gasp. She's invisible from the waist down. Is this her magic? Can my sister make herself invisible?
"We cannot leave the Queen waiting." The courtier's voice comes from behind me, and I jump, turning to face him, hoping I'm blocking his view of Aoife. I nod, and when he steps out of the room, I turn quickly to Aoife, and although she's fully visible again, she's avoiding my gaze. I want to hug her and tell her it's okay, but the courtier is right about one thing…I can't leave the Queen waiting — even I know that much about royal protocol. With a last glance in Aoife's direction, I head for the door. Just before I reach the threshold, Cian stops me with a firm hand on my arm. I stare at his hand in confusion before turning my gaze to his face. His concern is stamped onto his features and I want to smile to reassure him, but I can't.
"It will be okay. The Queen caught me using my magic. That's what this is about."
His eyes widen for an instant and then he sputters in a breathless rush. "I'll come with you. You don't need to do this alone." I place my hand over his and squeeze it gently while I shake my head.
"She won't hurt me." I mean it to be reassuring, but even to my own ears, it comes out sounding more like a question. I notice my brother's eyes narrow before he drops his hand and, with an angry shrug, he steps away from me.
"You're so quick to trust these Fae. You would rather believe the lies Aaronn tells you than ask us for help."
"Aaronn can't lie to me," I say quietly but Cian only rolls his eyes.
"If he believes it to be true, then he's not lying. But what if he's wrong? What if we're not safe here in Soraya?" He falls silent, tension radiating from him. "And where is Aaronn, Lilly? Where is your precious warrior now?"
"The Ruark tried to kill me, Cian. That's all I know." I lower my voice because I know the warriors outside our door are listening to every word. "Aaronn saved me. Why would he do that if the Fae mean us harm?"
Cian bites back whatever he's going to say as though he too senses that we have an audience. His glance flicks to the open door.
"Go then, Lilly. We'll be here, waiting as always." His voice is deliberately sarcastic before he drops it to a whisper. "But you are not the only one with magic. We all have gifts, and we would get on better if we shared our gifts instead of mistrusting each other and keeping secrets." His eyes scan the room before coming back to me; he's speaking to all of us, and although his voice is little more than a whisper, I know every one of us heard him. He opens his mouth to say more but with an irritated glance at the open door, he shakes his head and strides off towards his bedroom. I stare after him, too stunned to call him back. Cian has magic? I gaze around the room to find the same confusion on all my sisters' faces. 
"Princess? Your Queen awaits." The courtier steps back into the room, barely containing his impatience.
"Of course, I'm sorry."
I look back at my sisters and there's a moment of connection and telepathy between us. My brother is right. We need to combine our gifts if we want to get home to Ireland. I see that spark of determination in all their eyes and a grin breaks out on my face. I don't need the Fae to ally with me; I have my sisters and brother.
In the passage outside our chamber, Kayne and Tulia wait for me, their expressions devoid of emotion. I follow the courtier through the labyrinth of passages until we reach the throne room. Glancing over my shoulder, I notice Tulia and Kayne are still behind me, their footsteps so quiet that it isn't until I look that I notice them. Although it makes no sense, their presence reassures me. I step into the throne room and while the courtier announces me, I take a fortifying breath. Will the Queen be angry that I'm practicing my magic in the palace?
"Lilly." Luneda steps down from the throne and moves towards me with her hands open wide. I blink, sure that I must be seeing things. As my aunt walks, she leaves a stream of sparkling footprints on the white marble floor, a golden shimmer that evaporates as she glides forward. Luneda reaches for me and pulls me into her arms in a warm embrace. I hold myself stiffly in her arms. I've never been much of a hugger. Luneda senses my reluctance and pulls back. She holds me at arm's length while she studies me. "Your magic has awakened." She squeezes my shoulders in an affectionate gesture and steps back. The expectant silence that follows that statement jump-starts my heart.
"I'm sorry," bursts out of my lips — although I'm not, not really. I'm not even sure what impulse made me apologize. The Queen tips back her head and laughs prettily; it's a light sound, almost without substance and disappears as quickly as it appeared.
"Lilly, I am happy that your magic has awakened. Until your mother returns to us, you are my heir. Magic is essential if you are to rule Soraya one day, and now that I know you have magic inside you, I insist on training you. You will have the best teachers." Luneda's smile is warm and maternal; it makes my heart twist in on itself, and an ache starts in my stomach.
"Training would help," I admit reluctantly, glancing down at my feet to avoid my aunt's piercing gaze.
"Yes. I've invited the Priestess of the Lunar Temple to join us today."
My head shoots up in time to catch the entrance of a tall and willowy woman, her long blonde hair falls in a braid all the way down her back, and her pale skin glows with a soft translucence. At first glance, I see her as a young woman but looking closer, I change my mind. It's hard to put an age on the Fae; they don't age like humans do. I know Luneda is fifty-six in human years – the same age as my mom – but she does not look more than thirty-five. I'm sure it's the same with this Priestess. Although the woman has a youthfulness about her, one look into her eyes tells me that this woman is a lot older than she looks, older than the Queen even.
"Emyrs, thank you for coming so quickly."
"Of course, my Queen." Emyrs bows her head graciously before turning her eyes in my direction. I flinch at the dismissive glance she rakes over my body. "This is the human you wish trained?"
Luneda tosses an amused smile my way, I know it's meant to reassure me but instead, I feel patronized.
"Emyrs, this is Lilly, and while she may have lived most of her life in the human realm, she is my sister's daughter. Her magic will be strong if she is anything like her mother."
Surprise flickers in Emyrs' eyes before all emotion is wiped clean from her gaze. The aloof disdain remains, however, and with a slight nod, she turns her attention from me completely.
"We can begin immediately. I have prepared her rooms as you requested. She will not be disturbed or distracted in the temple."
"Umm…" I raise my hand to interrupt. "What?" I turn my attention to my aunt; my anxiety must show on my face because she smiles softly but firmly. The resolve I witness in her gaze sends panic rushing through my veins.
"You will go with Emyrs now." When I open my mouth to object, her eyes harden and I catch a glimpse of the real power within this Fae Queen. My mouth quickly snaps shut. "This is for your own good, Lilly. Do you not want to learn how to use your magic?"
I swallow loudly into the silence. "My sisters and brother —" Luneda holds up a hand to silence my question.
"They will also receive training." Her tone softens, and she smiles again in that maternal way that makes me so uncomfortable. "You each have unique gifts that require different schools of magic. Staying together will not benefit any of you at this time." I blink and try to project confidence but I know I'm doing a poor job of that when my aunt smiles sympathetically.
"You are separating us?" I ask hesitantly.
"It is for your own good."
I suck in a breath, pushing back my panic. If I give in to it now, it will overwhelm me like it used to when I was little. Even the memory of those panic attacks is enough to send my heart racing and my chest clenching. Little black spots dance in front of my eyes and my gasping breath sounds loud in the now silent room.
No.
I do not have panic attacks anymore. I do not have panic attacks anymore. With a large exhale I will the panic away, and then I feel him. Aaronn. He's with me; his energy soothes me as he pulses a gentle blue light through my body, calming me.
I'm here, Lilly. Tell me what's wrong.
You're not here, though. You can't help me now.
My breath steadies and I open my eyes. Luneda is watching me, her gaze warm. Concern etches her brow and she places a hand on my shoulder.
"You are safe here, Lilly. Everything I do is for your own good. Magic can be dangerous if left unchecked, and I will not let anything happen to any of you." She smiles softly. "You five are the only family I have left."
"There are six of us." When she looks at me blankly. "My mom is still alive," I remind her quietly.
Her smile widens then to encompass the Priestess. "Indeed, and soon she will be with us and how proud she will be to see everything you've learned in her absence. Go now, Lilly. Your sisters and brother will be safe in your absence."
I give Luneda a nod, but I only manage that acquiescence because Aaronn's magic is still pulsing through me. Now's not the time to fight with her. Although I desperately want to tell Aaronn to back off. That bloody magic of his…I should be grateful, but I feel manipulated and controlled every time he uses it. I shift my gaze to the Priestess and suck in a nervous breath when Emyrs inclines her head for me to precede her through the doors. With a last glance back at the Queen, I do just that.
AARONN
Lilly's fear could not have come at a worse time but I brush aside my impatience and hold a hand up to halt the warriors behind me. As Commander of the army, these Fae warriors rely on my full attention to lead this mission successfully…but Lilly's fear is too overwhelming to ignore. I tap into her energy and get a sense of… the Queen, and …I frown thoughtfully… Emyrs, the Priestess of the Lunar Temple. Relief fills me. Lilly is getting the training she needs to use her magic safely. Emyrs is the best Manifestation teacher in Soraya. And it's Manifestation magic that Lilly has. I'm almost sure of it.
If we weren't in the middle of the Dark Woods surrounded by Ruark, I would have smiled at this scene with Lilly. Her fears are often irrational and unfounded…what could have upset her so much? It can't be the idea of training…I allow myself to drop deeper for a moment. I'm vulnerable to attack when I do this, but I trust my warriors to protect me for the time it takes to reach Lilly. I feel her anguish again, sharp and painful…her family…and I release a sigh as I understand. I worry about her even as I pulse more calming energy her way. The Queen is separating her from her siblings and I know how much she worries about them.
I stay with her until I feel her energy settle. It doesn't take long, mere minutes. I'm proud of her for mastering her emotions so quickly, and then I grin when I feel an irritated push back from her. She's okay. I shake my head to clear the connection and drop my energy back into my body, grounding myself fully in the Dark Woods. I strengthen the stealth shield around my warriors and quietly we prepare to move through the forest.
The Ruark are a dangerous race; master shapeshifters every last one of them and this is their territory. We know they're holding Lilly's mother in these woods. I've already sent scouts to explore the outer perimeter but there has been no trace of her. I'm reluctant to travel too deep into these woods — no Sorayan has ever come out of them alive, but today we have no choice. My magic tells me that Aisleen is here and the Queen has ordered her sister's rescue.
I hold up two fingers and gesture for my warriors to move forward with the plan. The stealth magic will help us evade the Ruark, but for how long?




Chapter 6
LILLY
My heart wakes me from a deep sleep. Yes, my heart. It does this weird jumping thing… that's the only way I can describe it, and yes, I'm aware it's probably more of an energetic jump than a physical one…I think. Either way, my heart jumps, and I'm awake, staring at the white ceiling in my tiny room in the Lunar Temple.
Three weeks have passed since the Queen sent me here. I am learning about magic and the meaning of colour, how to travel energetically and how to manipulate energy to manifest matter. The same way Aaronn produced a meal for us out of thin air on the first night here. Yes, I'm expected to pull objects out of the air; to create something out of nothing. I can't say I'm having much success with that part of the training.
There is also a physical side to the training that I didn't expect. According to Emyrs, I have to be physically strong if I want to master my magic so they have me running every morning and doing a Fae version of Pilates for core strength. They keep me busy here at the Lunar School but at least that helps to fill some of the void left by the absence of my family. Three weeks have passed without me talking to my siblings or even communicating with Aaronn. I still try to reach him every day but his shields are firmly up and I can't penetrate them.
Despite the excellent training I'm receiving, I still feel…itchy. Anxious. Some strange energy moves beneath my skin, prompting me to take action, but I don't know what to do.
And now my heart has jumped me awake. I take a deep breath, place a hand over my chest and try to calm my erratic heartbeat. It's only then I notice the soft green tendril of energy weaving about my chest. I scan the darkness, using both my eyes and my magic to check for other energies in the room. No. I'm alone…except for this green tendril weaving about in front of me, looking for my attention. I dip my fingers into the green light and feel a gentle love pulse back at me. It reminds me of…my mom.
No.
I slip quietly from the bed, keeping my eyes glued to the energetic strand. Can it be? The strand weaves around my room and out the window. I follow it, leaning out the window to trace the green thread as it veers left along the cliffs. It wants me to follow it. I hesitate for a heartbeat only. It could be my mom sending out a trace to help me find her…but what about the Ruark, Lilly? I'm safe here. No Ruark can penetrate the shields around the city. And if it's my mom and I ignore her message…No.
I dress quickly in my new Fae warrior clothes. Brown leather pants and a green shirt with a brown leather jacket. I strap my new dagger to my left hip, and my fingers tingle as they brush the handle. It shimmers with magic imbuing me with courage. The Lunar School is teaching me not only magic but also basic warrior skills. Horse riding, swordplay, and self-defense. I don't see what good my manifestation magic will do in a fight, but now isn't the time to second-guess myself.
Tying my long hair back in a braid, I approach the window once more, with more trepidation this time. My fear of heights is well known and this room was chosen for me deliberately, right on the edge of a cliff. I peer out of my window, looking down at the narrow ledge; it is no more than two feet wide and is all that stands between me and plunging to my death. I exhale a nervous breath, block all other thoughts from my mind and slip first one leg and then the other through the window. Now my feet are firmly on the rocky ledge but I still have my back to the valley below me and if I want to get anywhere, I'm going to have to turn around. I'm so frightened my hands are fastened to the window frame with an iron grip. Slowly, so slowly, I release my right hand and inch myself in a semi-circle; the window is now at my back but my hands are clinging to the wooden frame. A cold wind rushes past my face and I cling tighter, squeezing my eyes closed as I do. The cold is creeping into my clothes and I know if I'm going to do this then I need to do it now. I will lose my nerve if I wait any longer. Prying my eyes open I suck in a shuddering breath. All I have to do is inch my way along this rock ledge.
Do not look down, Lilly. I keep my eyes firmly on the horizon. Across from me are more cliffs but I know below us is the valley we crossed to reach the city. Out of the corner of my left eye, I can see the gold bridge humming with soft energy, but the sky is the darkest I have ever seen. It's a new moon tonight and there's a strange energy around us…something expectant. Something new is coming… but if I don't concentrate on where I'm putting my feet, the only new thing I will know is the afterlife.
I shuffle my feet slowly sideways along the ledge with my back pressed firmly to the rock wall, my hands brushing against the cliff to feel for any unexpected outcroppings. Loose stones along the ledge make it even slower, and as I can't see anything in this darkness, I have to drag my soft boots, nudging the rocks out of my way as I go. I round the bend in the cliff wall and sigh in relief as the bridge pulses its golden light, illuminating everything around it. At least now I can see where I'm going. Pausing to check for guards I then step out onto the main pathway leading between the bridge and network of tunnels.
There's no one about — luckily. I would have been marched straight back to my room in the Lunar Temple if I was discovered…green energetic cord or not. Speaking of which, I glance down at my heart where the cord pulls at me gently and I trace the line to the top of the valley steps. Oh! The valley steps. That will take me out of the city…out of the protective shield. I'm still hesitating at the top of the steps when the cord gives an impatient tug sending a pulse of longing through me. A hope so strong, I stumble on the top step and clutch quickly at the rock wall to balance myself. I can't turn back. My mom needs me.
The climb down is quicker than the hike through the mountains, that's for sure, but I'm still grateful for all the training I've received in the last three weeks. My body is fitter than it's ever been. As my feet touch the valley floor, a pulse of golden energy from the protection shield washes over me. I step forward slowly, one foot in front of the other. No one jumps out at me; I'm alone in a dark meadow with nothing but the green cord pulling me further away from the city. My own heart pulses with its need to follow that cord.
The dark grass reaches nearly to my waist, and I'm wading through it when I become aware of a cold breeze whipping up behind me, pushing me forward a little faster. Although it's dark, I can still make out the vast expanse of the lake as I approach it. It's a glacial lake surrounded on all sides by mountains. The Edana mountain range behind me and the Duana mountains in front. I inhale deeply, breathing in the crisp mountain air. It's definitely cooler up here amongst these mountains compared to the meadows and forests we walked through to reach the city. The green cord tugs impatiently on my heart again, and startled, I realize I'd almost forgotten my reason for being out here. Shaking my head, I return my attention to my heart and continue to follow the green cord around the edge of the lake. It's then I notice the shimmering Portal on the far shore and smile as a figure steps through it. My feet pick up pace until I'm almost running, my heart bursting with love. My mom. I can't believe it.
I round the edge of the lake and see her smile, see her hold out a hand to me, and tears spring to my eyes. Thank God! My mom is safe. After months of waiting, we will be together again. My heart beats faster; that jumping feels physical now…not energetic. I glance down; the green cord has wrapped itself around my chest in a lasso hold, pulling me faster, my feet obeying its command. But even as I notice this, an arrow skims past my head and shoots my mother in the shoulder. I scream my denial, running faster to reach her. I have to save her. She can't die now, not now when I've finally found her again. My mother's eyes flare silver before another round of arrows rains down on her. I watch as she drops before my eyes. Drops, collapses in on herself, and from her clothes, a snake with silver eyes darts quickly into the lake's dark waters.
Everything stops. Everything is silent… but that isn't true either. My shock has wrapped me in a protective bubble and as it bursts, I hear the sound of pounding on the earth as what must be a hundred horses charge up behind me. At the front of the pack rides a woman, small and wiry. She leaps from her horse and strides towards me with a dagger raised. Before I even blink, she slices through the energetic cord still wrapped around my chest. The green trace whips angrily in the air before snaping back through the Portal, disappearing. The Portal pulses with a dark green light, once, twice, and then vanishes. My legs are shaking and I sink down onto my knees, wrapping my arms around my waist.
"That wasn't my mother," I whisper at last when I've regained my breath.
"No." The strange horse woman stands quietly beside me, not shifting, not restless. Steady. She reminds me of Aaronn. "The Ruark tapped into the energetic bond you have with your mother and pulled you here. It was a trap."
"You know who I am?" I ask as I push myself up. My legs feel unsteady beneath me, but I can't risk staying out here any longer. That Ruark snake did not disappear, it only slithered into the lake. I shudder as I recall the flare of silver in its eyes. The woman vaults easily onto the back of her horse and tosses me a cheeky smile from up there.
"I know who you are, Princess."
"And you are?" I ask pointedly.
"Not Sorayan," is her brief answer before she nods towards the herd. "Your ride."
I haven't looked towards the horses yet, but one is stepping forward and gently nudging me on the shoulder. I turn and find myself standing beside my unicorn. I fling my arms around his neck and cling to him, absorbing the love he's pulsing my way.
"His name is Majesty." I hear her words but keep my face pressed to the unicorn's mane. "You can thank him for saving you. He came to find me when he realized you were in trouble."
My head whips up at that, and I stare at her, not bothering to hide the tears streaming down my cheeks. These last few weeks, I have felt so alone in Soraya, not knowing who to trust. To find out that I'm not alone…I hang my head and sniff loudly, trying to pull my tears back.
"Mount up, Princess. I want to get you back to the Lunar Temple before any more Ruark arrive."
Grabbing hold of Majesty's mane, I pull myself up onto his back. He's gentle with me, keeping his pace steady while I find my seat and relax into the motion. The other woman steers her horse up beside me and I feel her gaze on me, studying me. When I turn my head, she meets my eyes steadily, not friendly, but there's a touch of compassion in her eyes that helps me relax.
"What is your name?"
"Breanna."
She doesn't offer any more information and I take a turn studying her. She isn't Sorayan. I can see that now for myself. Most Sorayans I've met are tall and graceful with an inbuilt elegance. This woman is petite, almost pixie-like but with a strong body and –
"You're an elf!" Breanna turns a quizzical look in my direction but nods. "Your ears. They really are pointy. I thought that was only a myth." I'm grinning thoughtlessly and then clamp a hand over my mouth. "I'm sorry, is that rude?"
"It's only rude if you tell me you don't like pointy ears," she says with a light-hearted grin.
"No, I like them, I really do," I say quickly, watching her eyes crinkle in amusement. Her features are angular, her cheekbones sharp on her black face. Her afro hair is a halo about her head, a shade of chocolate brown, not black, and her eyes are that intense blue I've grown used to seeing here in Soraya. She's striking in her own way, if not elegant like the Fae in the city. I find myself grinning. An elf. I'm talking to a real-life elf. I can't wait to tell Aoife. My excitement drains away as I remember my siblings and how long it's been since I've spoken to them.
Majesty ambles slowly through the long grass; I'm aware of the snorts and huffs from the herd behind us and the rustling of the grass against Majesty's haunches, but other than that, the night is as quiet as it was when I climbed out of my bedroom window.
"How do you know so much about me?" I ask.
Breanna breaks the silence with a loud laugh, throwing her head back as she does, clearly enjoying my ignorance. Her energy swells around her confidently and I envy her at that moment. She seems so sure of her place in life, so confident in who she is.
"I belong to the horse people, but I am also an elf." Breanna finally gets over her amusement and answers my question. "Elves are the only Fae in this realm free to travel across all borders." She winks at me with that cheeky grin again. "The Elves know everything." Her grin falters then, and her voice lowers. "Be careful, Princess. Not everyone in Soraya wishes you well."
"I don't know why the Queen has brought us here," I admit, glancing at her to gauge her reaction. Breanna shrugs.
"That's an easy one. Your mother is Soraya's Portal Guardian. Without her guarding the Portal, you were in danger. Aaronn had to bring you here for your own safety. And then there's the small matter of the other kingdoms voting to close Soraya's Portal if the Queen can't regain control of it."
"Wait." I hold up a hand but remain silent, trying to digest this information, recalling the gold-leaf drawings in the throne room. "Soraya is only one kingdom of many?"
"One of five, to be exact." At my stunned silence, Breanna rolls her eyes. "They really have told you nothing. Okay, quick geography lesson. The Fae realm is known as Emuria and is made up of five kingdoms. Right now, you are in the Kingdom of Soraya. This is the Edana Mountain Range. You used the Portal in Lycium Woods to cross into this realm. You then walked through those woods to reach Wynne Meadow. All of that is part of Soraya." She waits for me to nod before continuing. "Did you notice the river bordering the south boundary of Wynne Meadow?" Again, I nod. "That is the River Nola, the official border into Ruark territory and the Dark Woods. That is where Aaronn and the other warriors are now, trying to trace your mom." She throws me a disapproving look. "It's dangerous, and you should stop trying to get his attention. Distractions are lethal in the Dark Woods."
Feeling her stern gaze on me, I wince. I have been trying to get his attention. I hadn't thought about how that would affect him or what he was busy with. I wince again, no wonder he gets impatient with me sometimes. I'm the silly human he's forced to protect and yet…it doesn't feel like that all the time. Sometimes when he's scanning me it feels gentle, almost tender. I shake these thoughts away impatiently. Clearly, I'm delusional if I think the handsome Fae warrior might…what? I don't know, but there are moments when I feel more connected to him than I've ever felt with anyone else. And he's not stern and grumpy all the time, sometimes he's even funny. Although I'm sure no one else in my family would believe that if I told them.
Content that she's made her point, Breanna continues, "Behind us and to the north are the Duana Mountains, the home of the Rohn People and King Lachlan. Beyond those mountains are the grass plains of Torin, where my people come from. We answer to King Lachlan, though. If you ever make it that far keep going, and you will reach the Sea where the Mer people live." 
My mouth twitches in amusement, I can't help it. Breanna only rolls her eyes at me and points first at Majesty and then at her ears.
"Unicorn. Elf. Mermaids…"
"Fair enough," I laugh, shaking my head in disbelief.
"Ah, you humans," Breanna sighs. "Where do you think all those myths come from, anyway?" She continues with her explanation, "That leaves the fifth kingdom, ruled by King Bran. It lies to the east of Soraya and is home to the desert tribes, a nomadic people – but don't underestimate them. They are a fierce warrior race with strong fire magic. If they rise up against Soraya, your kingdom will be burnt to the ground before you even have time to summon your magic."
With that warning, Breanna halts her horse and looking around, I realize we've reached the steps to the city. I hesitate though, reluctant to leave; I like Breanna, and in the five weeks I've been in Soraya, this is the first time I've felt comfortable with a Fae. The first time I've felt comfortable asking questions.
"Breanna," I hesitate and place my hand on Majesty's neck, rubbing him. "I didn't see any other unicorns in your herd. Is that… I mean." I blush as my words come out all tangled up.  “Is Majesty the only unicorn here in Soraya or are there more?"
Breanna's smile is a little sad when she answers. "There are still a few left." She shrugs then and her glance strays to Majesty. "Not nearly as many as there used to be. They are hunted, you see?" At the look of horror on my face she says, "Yes, it's hard to imagine it but, like in your human world, there are Fae here who consider a unicorn horn a trophy and they will kill for it."
Tears well up in my eyes at the thought of this precious unicorn being hunted and I lean down and wrap my arms around his neck, holding on tight. He is the only friend I have here in Soraya and the thought of losing him is too much, not after everything else I've lost this year.
"Thank you," I say finally when I push myself up and look back at Breanna. The sadness I glimpsed earlier is replaced now with a grin and she nods, accepting my thanks.
"You are welcome," is her simple response and instead of trying to articulate my muddled thoughts I leap from Majesty's back. "Don't worry, Princess. You have more friends than you realize." My mouth drops open, but before I can question her further, Breanna turns her horse and is trotting away. Over her shoulder, she calls back. "If you need help, call Majesty to you. He always knows where I am."
AARONN 
The dreams infect all of us; I can see it in the tossing and turning of the sleeping warriors around me. It's Ruark magic — I know this, but I still can't help the disquiet that settles in me. This time the dream was about Lilly and a giant black snake slithering quietly towards her. A Ruark shapeshifter. I push the image away. It's false fear implanted in my mind by dark magic. Lilly is safely inside the city. Inside the Lunar Temple. Emyrs understands the danger and I trust her to keep Lilly safe.
My attention should be on my warriors, not Lilly — I have already lost six of them to the Dark Woods. After the last ambush, we retreated to the banks of the River Nola. Six warriors were lost because my magic was not strong enough to hold off the darkness of these woods or the fear that was creeping into the warriors. I can't blame them either. It's a terrifying thought to look at a forest creature and not know…in the blink of an eye that harmless creature could shift into a violent Ruark. The most powerful of the Ruark warriors don't even need to shift to attack; they can do it from their animal form. There are rumors that they can make themselves invisible and attack unseen. I don't know if it's true but just the thought of it is enough to drive paralyzing fear into my warriors.
This will be the first time I've let the Queen down, but can I continue to risk my warriors for one woman? But she's not one woman, she's Lilly's mother, and that's the nagging thought that keeps playing on a loop in the back of my mind. Lilly's distracting me even when she isn't doing it deliberately. I can't get her out of my mind and I have this unreasonable and frustrating longing to see her. If only someone had warned me what bonding with a human would mean. I shake my head, wishing I could shake her away just as easily. When that doesn't work, I scrub a hand down my face and sit up abruptly.
"If you're awake, you can take your turn on watch," an amused voice observes from the edge of our small camp. I step over the sleeping warriors and make my way to Owain, my captain. He's more than a captain in my army; he was my mentor when I was younger, and now he's one of my closest friends. I rest my hand on his shoulder and sigh regretfully. He's not going to like what I have to say. This mission is personal for him, and he's fought harder than any warrior to break through the Ruark magic.
"I want you to take two men and ride back to the city. We have to retreat." Owain's shoulder stiffens beneath my hand. "You know what I say is true."
"I am not leaving Aisleen with those Ruark," Owain's voice bristles with a menace I rarely hear from him, and I drop my hand from his shoulder and crouch down next to him.
"We cannot continue to risk lives. We will all die in those woods if we try again. You know this," I insist fiercely. At the stubborn tightening of his jaw, I continue. "I'm not saying we give up and leave Aisleen there. We need reinforcements. The only way to reach her will be with a magic shield so strong the Ruark cannot penetrate it. I cannot do that alone." The slump of Owain's shoulders tells me he knows I'm right.
"What do you want me to do?"
"Take two warriors with you and return to the city. Report to the Queen and request her support in recruiting the most powerful magicians we have. Go to Emyrs in the Lunar Temple as well. She will know the best people for this mission."
"What will you do?"
"In the morning I will move the remaining warriors across the river. We will camp in Wynne Meadow and wait for your return. My magic will be stronger there. Strong enough to protect the warriors if the Ruark try to break through the meadow's shield."
Owain stares off towards the Dark Wood and I sense his reluctance to leave. A long time ago, he loved Aisleen and the thought of her in danger is twisting him up inside. I know this, but I can't keep risking the warriors for one person.
LILLY
My little room in the Lunar Temple has never looked more welcoming than it does right now. I clamber through the window with an awkward heave and tumble onto the floor, lying there in a heap, breathing heavily, refusing to move. I need time to understand everything that happened in the valley. My life feels changed in the few hours it's taken to leave my room and return to it. My world feels blown wide open after my encounter with Breanna and the Ruark shapeshifter. It's made me realize I know nothing about this realm. Nothing about the people who live here.
"Are you done lying on the floor, or do you need help standing?"
I yelp and scramble to my feet as Aoife materializes out of nowhere. She's sitting in an armchair in the corner of my room, a mischievous grin on her face. I snap my eyes closed and take a deep breath before speaking.
"Aoife, you scared the life out of me," I moan first and then rush across the room to pull her into a tight hug. "Does anyone know you're here?"
She shakes her head and squeezes me back tightly. "I'm not alone," she whispers. I look down and smother a scream as a black snake slithers out from beneath the chair. Aoife's hand immediately lands on my arm. "It's okay. It's only Cian."
With a shimmer of his blue magic, Cian shifts from snake to human, his grin as cocky as ever as he crosses his arms over his chest.
He grins, "Hey, sis, it's been too long."
I burst out laughing, the stress of the night finally catching up with me and it's long minutes before I manage to control my laughter; wiping my cheeks dry I ask again, "Does anyone know you're here?"
"No, they don't know about my shapeshifting," Cian explains. "They have me training with the warriors."
"And you, Aoife?"
My sister shrugs her shoulders. "I decided not to tell them about the disappearing magic. But I had to give them something, so I told them I can talk to animals."
I raise my eyebrows incredulously. "Can you?" Aoife laughs at my expression.
"I wasn't going to make stuff up…I just don't want to tell them everything. So, they're training me in telepathy and healing. You know, hands-on healing, mostly for animals, but I don't know, maybe it could work for people too."
I lower myself to the edge of the bed and perch there, speechless for all of two seconds before I remember. "What about Clodagh and Sara?"
Aoife bursts out laughing and shakes her head. "Clodagh nearly went crazy when you didn't return to the rooms that day. Her magic would have burnt down the entire palace if we hadn't stopped her."
"Burnt down the palace?"
"Clodagh is a fire fairy. She can shoot fire from her hands — for real. She can shoot balls of fire from her hands. It's awesome." Aoife is laughing again. "No one knows, though. So you can't say anything."
"I'm sensing a pattern here," I say dryly. "What training is Clodagh getting?"
"Warrior training," Cian says, joining the conversation. "She's amazing with a bow and arrow, and her acrobatics are mind-blowing. Different camp to me, so I've only seen her twice in the last three weeks. They've made sure to separate us."
"You're no longer together in the palace?" They both shake their heads, looking sterner than I've ever seen before. "What about Sara?" Cian and Aoife look at each other, but neither one seems inclined to talk at first until, with a sigh, Aoife explains.
"She's been moved to the university and as far as I know, she's studying the history and politics of the realm. The Queen identified her as an Air Fae, and as they usually make the best academics and politicians, the Queen decided the university was the best place for her."
When they both fall quiet, I hold my breath, waiting, but when no one speaks, I break the silence impatiently. "What are you not telling me? Is Sara okay?"
They look at each other again until, at last, Cian speaks. "She's…fine. Physically. But she doesn't want to see any of us. She's angry with you and…I don't know, maybe all of us, maybe even mom."
My heart cracks a little bit and tears spring to my eyes. I wish I could make this better. I wish…
"This is not your fault, Lilly," Aoife whispers and perches on the bed beside me, resting her head on my shoulder. "This Fae world is in our blood. One way or another, we were going to end up here. I think it just happened sooner than mom intended. Sara knows this; she just needs time."
"But what if Sara has no magic. What if this is the wrong place for her? She loved her life. I can't believe this is the life mom intended for her."
"Just give it time."
"Besides, she does have magic," Cian interrupts. "She just doesn't want it. She's scared of it."
"How do you know?" I ask him.
He shrugs and flashes that cocky grin again. "I know things — I'm a genius. You just never believed me before." His grin widens and I roll my eyes at his arrogance.
"So, what now?" My eyes move between them.
"We keep training and keep practicing our magic — quietly," Aoife says. "We need our secret weapons."
Cian is nodding, and I squeeze Aoife's hand in agreement. "Okay. We keep our secrets and with the two of you, we stay connected with each other. I don't know why the Queen feels she has to separate us, but I don't trust it. Or her," I add.
"Agreed," Cian says softly, a harder edge to his voice now.




Chapter 7
LILLY
The ground feels hard beneath me and…cold. An icy cold seeps into my blood. I can hear the rush of water nearby and, from further away, the rustling of the forest. I am safe; the protective shields are strong, but I am not comfortable, and the rustling sounds from the woods are growing closer. Far closer than they should be. Rustling? Footsteps shuffling. A scurrying and rushing. I pry my eyes open, but all I can see is a grey shroud lying over our camp. How did this mist penetrate my magic shield?
The sounds are closer, the forest is alarmed, a cawing, loud and insistent, has me sitting bolt upright….the sound of wings, a rush of air, hundreds of birds taking flight swooping low over my sleeping warriors. I cannot see through this grey shroud. My eyes are useless, but my ears are straining, and every sound seems amplified…too close.
"Wake up!" the warning shout is loud and insistent, the roar coming from the far banks of the river. It is a large river. I can see it now. That was the rushing water I could hear before. "Move," another shout, panic lacing the words. I try to stand, but there is something wrong with me…with my legs.
A snake has wrapped itself around my legs. It is larger than any snake I have ever seen before. It is black with silver specks, its body as thick as my thigh, and its length…it is too late to do anything. It has now wrapped itself around my waist, constricting my chest, squeezing the life out of me. That mighty head rears up before me, mouth open wide, fangs dripping with green slime. It's too late…all I do is sit paralyzed while that head strikes down swiftly and accurately, latching onto my side, its fangs piercing through my top, sinking into my skin.
It takes the pain arcing through my side to wake me from the spell and, with a roar, I concentrate my magic into a hard gold ball in my chest and detonate it with all the force I have left. The gold energy explodes out of me, flinging the snake back. It lies prone for only a moment before rearing back up, ready to strike again.
"Noooo." It is a roar from deep inside me, and I use it to force my magic out, to push this snake back into the woods, to clear the camp of this dark magic. Gold light pulses from my body, it is strong enough to force the darkness out, but I am weak, the golden pulsing light draining my body of life.
I wake with a cry, shuddering spasms wracking my whole body. The pain…I clutch at my left side, where the snake sank his fangs into my skin. There's nothing there. I'm in my bed in the Lunar Temple. I scrub my hand across my cheek and it comes away wet. I can't stop the tears. The pain I felt in that dream was too real, and the loss. Loss of what? My life. But that doesn't feel right.
Is it a warning? Or is it my mind messing with me after my encounter with the Ruark snake last night… and then Cian in my room as a snake. Too many bloody snakes. I push the covers back and inspect the side of my chest. There's nothing there. Of course, there isn't. It was a dream. Dream snakes don't actually leave marks, Lilly. I brush my fingers against the spot and feel a soft throbbing where the marks should be.
This doesn't feel like a dream. As I step from my bed, I look carefully about my room, paying particular attention to the floor, keeping an eye out for anything that slithers. My magic could be sending me a warning, but…something feels off. I tug open the shutters and look out at the predawn sky. The Ruark can't get within the city boundaries but…I moan in frustration. What am I not getting? The dream is a message.
The pain at my side throbs again, burning me. I frown at it…how can it burn when it isn't real? Okay, I must stop thinking like a human and use my magic. I lift my tank top up and peer at my skin in the darkness. I see nothing at first, so I take a deep breath and soften my gaze, and yes… there's heat there… and darkness? A pulsing black and red energy that feels angry and malicious. I pull my attention back sharply, not wanting to get sucked into it. This is strong magic, dark magic.
I need help. I don't even stop to consider my actions; I flee my room in search of Emyrs. She is the only one who can help me now. My bare feet slap against the wooden floors as I run down the passage towards the ceremony room. It's empty this early in the morning, and I shiver as my feet hit the cold white stone. I glance towards the altar as I run past; the fire that burns in its grate is nothing more than a flicker — it dies at exactly sunrise every morning.
Sunrise. Surely, Emyrs will be in her room and willing to see me? Heat scalds my side, and a soft moan escapes my lips. The pulsing is growing more insistent, angrier. The dark magic seeping into me causes a flood of panic to wash through my veins. I burst into the passage on the far side of the ceremony room and, without hesitating, I pound on Emyrs' door, shouting her name. It takes too long for her to answer, but when the door swings open, I fling myself inside.
"I need help," I cry; my desperation brings tears to my eyes. "Please, something is very wrong."
"What —" Impatience stamps itself across her face and then clears as her gaze narrows in on my side. The pulsing is painful now, and the dark energy has formed tendrils that are working their way into my body. That is the only way I can describe it. I can feel that energy inside me now, moving across my chest and down into my stomach. Emyrs looks scared, I see the fear pulsing from her heart as she studies the dark magic that has attached itself to me. Her face leaches of color, and she takes an unsteady breath.
"Lie there." Her hand trembles as she points at a low divan. "And tell me everything."
I tell her about the dream, every detail I can recall, although bits of it are fading already. It's the fear and panic that is the clearest. The feeling of helplessness and then that final act of rage, the pulse of golden magic.
Emyrs kneels beside me and uses her magic to draw the black tendrils back; in much the same way I observed Aaronn pull the fire up, she pulls the dark magic from my chest, sucking it out of my flesh, drawing it all into a dark ball that pulses beside me but not attached to me. The pain has gone and a soft sigh passes my lips, but as it does, a flash of the dream pops up, and I gasp. My body in the dream… was not mine. It was a man's, the legs larger, the chest broader, the color of his skin darker…this isn't about me.
"No," I scream as Emyrs zaps the black pulsing energy with her magic. It evaporates before us. "It's not me," I whisper into the stunned silence. She frowns at me, her blue eyes narrowed and fierce. "This is not about me. It's Aaronn." Fear flashes deep in her eyes, but it's gone so quickly that I would have missed it if she was not kneeling so close to me.
Emyrs stands impatiently and shakes out her hands, clearing any residue of the dark magic from her skin then she brushes those hands in rough strokes against her nightgown —  keeping her hands busy, her eyes avoiding mine.
"Emyrs," I try again. "This is about Aaronn. He's hurt; I know he is."
"How could you possibly know that?" she finally snaps, but she can't mask her fear quickly enough. Her cold blue eyes are bright and she's blinking fiercely as she turns away. She braids her silver-blonde hair and wraps it around the crown of her head with ruthless efficiency, but her hands are shaking.  
How can I know my dream was about Aaronn? It's an important question; if I insist on seeing the Queen, what proof do I have? All I have is a sense that I'm right, but if I'm wrong... the dream is already fading, and maybe I was confused. Maybe…no, I shake my head firmly.
"I'm not wrong. I have to speak to the Queen." Emyrs stares at me in silence, her fear so palpable I can't understand why she won't help me. "Emyrs, please. You know she won't see me on my own. I need you."
The stubborn tilt to her jaw makes me want to scream, but then I hear her sigh. Her nod when she gives it is tight and almost displeased but I don't care.
We stand outside the throne room and wait for admittance; I clench my fists at my side, unable to conceal my irritation...surely, this once, we could have foregone all the formalities. I'm her niece. Do we really need to go through this whole performance every time? The doors open and I enter with Emyrs at my back. The Priestess was silent for the short journey to the palace. She doesn't believe me, but she agreed anyway. I'm grateful for that and promise to be more honest with her in the future. My siblings and I might need our secrets, but if we aren't honest about our gifts, how can we expect the Fae to take us seriously?
Inside, we find the throne room empty, and I bite my lip anxiously as I scan the room. The fear is growing inside me, but I know it's my own fear this time. It feels different from the black pulsing energy that attached itself to my side. Aaronn. My dream…was it real? Did that snake attack him? Whenever I think about the dream, my chest tightens, and panic pulses through me. Where is the Queen? I pace back and forth before the throne, my fingers drumming against my thighs. My eyes jump from one gold-leaf scene to another but settle finally on the dense forest scene. Aaronn is in the Dark Wood…Ruark territory. My fingers start their nervous tapping again, drumming relentlessly against my thighs.
"Can you be still?" Emyrs' sharp request freezes me to the spot. I open my mouth to make a nasty retort but notice the white pallor to her skin and the bright sheen of sweat on her forehead.
"You care about Aaronn," is what comes out instead.
Her gaze snaps irritably back to me, but before she can respond, a side door opens, and the Queen strides through, followed by a Fae warrior. The man appears exhausted, his face drained of color and his clothes stained with blood and dirt. He drags a hand through his scruffy red hair before his eyes land on Emyrs with surprise. He stills when he sees me; his eyes lock on mine and the grief I feel pulsing from him rocks me physically, so much so that I take a step back.
"No." I shake my head in denial. "No," I repeat it stubbornly and hold up an imploring hand to stop whatever he wants to say. The Queen remains silent, but this strange warrior steps forward, ignoring my pleas.
"I'm sorry." His gaze flicks quickly to Emyrs before returning to me. "I witnessed the attack from the other side of the river. There was nothing I could do." He shakes his head, the horror of what he witnessed is still in his eyes. "They were all killed. I could not get through the shield. Aaronn's last act was to strengthen the magic between Wynne Meadow and the river. I tried," his voice cracks, and he falters, "I waited for the mist to clear, but when it did, they were gone, all of them."
Pain rushes through me and I stumble, still shaking my head in denial. Only the Queen's firm voice steadies me. "Lilly, can you feel him?"
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Emyrs' head snap up in shock, and her eyes narrow on me carefully, trying to read me. The warrior does not appear shocked by the Queen's question. It seems that Aaronn and I are not the only ones aware of our connection. The Queen knew the whole time. She repeats her question, exasperation and something like panic lacing her voice now.
"Can you feel him?"
My gaze skitters to the warrior again but his eyes are closed in resignation, his head bowed. He does not expect me to find Aaronn, but…what if he's wrong? What if magic hid the warriors from him? What if – Lilly, stop playing guessing games and find Aaronn.
Ignoring everyone else in the room, I close my eyes and let my chin fall to my chest. I block them all out, just as I did when practicing my magic in private. I have never done this in front of anyone before…Emyrs doesn't know I can, but this is not the time to hide my gifts. With a deep breath, I drop deeper…into my heart; it pulses firmly and then again, and I push my energy out, searching for that bond that connects me to Aaronn. I smile when I feel it, but my excitement slips away quickly when I realize how weak it is, the link between us so fragile.
No. I shake my head, refusing to let go and push my energy against his. My energy wraps itself around him, binding him to me. I recall the green trace from the night before. If I can keep hold of this thread, keep him tied to me… a sharp pain shoots through my side and down my left leg. It crumbles beneath me and gives way. I feel arms wrap around me, holding me upright, and as I blink my eyes open I find the warrior beside me. Sinking into his arms, I rest my head against his shoulder for a few seconds. When I speak, my voice is muffled against his jacket. "He's alive." His hands tighten on my shoulders as he pushes me back to arm's length.
"Can you find him?" His voice is low and urgent. No one else speaks while they wait for my answer.
"I don't know." My body shakes with the pain I felt from Aaronn. "He's in a lot of pain. I think there's poison in his blood."
"Can you find him?" The warrior repeats his question roughly, shaking me by the shoulders.
Shrugging his hands off me I step back and squeeze my eyes shut. A trace. I need a trace. If the Ruark can do it, then that means it's possible. I drop quickly this time, my connection to Aaronn immediate. Holding my energy steady I pulse gentle light towards him…a soft golden light to comfort him, hoping it might help with the pain. I feel his answering pulse but no words; he's beyond conversation…I ignore the panic that flares inside me. How can I tie him to me? Using that golden pulse coming from my heart, I wind it around his fading energy, looping it around and around until it's a messy knot.
A loud gasp breaks my concentration, and my eyes snap open. Emyrs stands beside me, staring at my chest. I look down and nearly weep with relief. I've done it. A golden thread pulses from my heart, weaving through the throne room towards the door. Emyrs' eyes are wide and shining when she finally looks at me, but she presses her lips together to stop her thoughts from slipping out. The emotion on her face nearly chokes me, and I find myself swallowing back my own tears.  
"Well done, Lilly," the Queen's voice breaks through the charged atmosphere, but even she's softer spoken now, as though we're all scared of snapping that energetic trace if we talk too loudly or move too suddenly.
"I must go find him," I whisper, imploring the Queen with my eyes to grant my wish. She doesn't argue with me, but I feel Emyrs' hand on my arm.
"Your majesty, Lilly will need protection. She cannot do this alone."
"I will go with her," the warrior speaks up immediately.
"No, Owain. You need rest. You will be no use to her in this state." The Queen's voice is final, and although I feel his bristling anger at my side, the warrior remains silent. "Tulia and Kayne will go with you."
AARONN 
It was the magician Cathmor who bit me. He identified himself at the last moment before my magic sent all the Ruark spiraling back into the Dark Woods. The satisfaction in his silver eyes told me what I suspected from the first – the green slime on his fangs was poison. I feel it moving through my bloodstream, slowly killing me. My warriors are dead, their bodies lying discarded around me, eyes vacant, their throats slit. The magic that broke through my shields and paralyzed us…this dark magic is unknown in our realm. I have never encountered it before. 
I suck in a painful breath and try to marshal my sluggish thoughts. I'm not used to my brain working this slowly…I don't understand any of it. If they can break through my shields here, does that mean they can penetrate the magic shield around the city? Cathmor rarely shows himself in battle; he prefers to fight in his shapeshifter form, the terrifying man-size black snake. Rumors of this giant snake are told around campfires in every kingdom of the realm, and now I have seen it with my own eyes.
The wound has stopped bleeding, but the green magic festers, causing blisters and a burning heat scalds my left side. The rest of my body is as cold as the glacial lake near my home. I shiver and roll onto my belly, squinting at the camp. The poison is weakening my system, even my eyes feel weak, black spots moving across my vision. The Ruark are waiting in the Dark Woods for the shield to collapse. I can feel their prowling energy circling the camp.
I drag myself along the ground, too weak to stand. I need to escape this camp and find somewhere to hide. Lilly's voice is strong inside me, as annoying now as she always is…insistent…stubborn. Why can't she leave me to die in peace? No, even this moment, that should belong to me — she has to be a part of this too. She can't save me. Why can she not understand that I don't want her help? She will be killed trying to save me. That thought hurts more than it should…because I don't want the Queen to lose any more of her family. I have no strong attachment to this human Fae. She is irritating and demanding and…so damn stubborn. I feel her pulling on my energy; no matter how many times I try to break the thread, she clings fiercer than before. I growl low in my throat, frustration driving me on. I have to get away; the stubborn woman will trace me to this camp and walk straight into a Ruark trap.
I manage to drag myself to the edge of the shield. The rushing waters of the River Nola are within arm's reach. All I have to do is throw myself into those waters, and the river will carry me away. It will kill me, but rather that than Lilly falling into the hands of the Ruark. That golden light she keeps pulsing my way gives me the energy I need to push myself the last distance and I tumble head first into the cold waters.




Chapter 8
LILLY
We stand on the banks of the River Nola and stare at the spot where the trace disappears into its cold waters. The river looks dark and angry today, the waters swirling in a rush to get downriver, white waters breaking the surface. I hear Kayne and Tulia shifting restlessly behind me. They are warriors, used to action, and this is not the first time they've grown impatient with me on the journey.
"That is the site of the battle." Kayne points across the river but all I see is a grey mist. Owain said the mist cleared after the battle, but it's back, concealing the woods beyond it. The scene reminds me of my dream, and I feel the panic in my gut where it's lodged itself since that night. I quickly pull my attention away from the dream and put it back on the river and the disappearing golden trace. I feel Kayne at my side looking at it too. "It's not broken," he offers and I nod. The golden thread still hums in front of my chest. It's weak, but it hasn't disappeared, which can only mean one thing…hopefully. I don't want to think of the alternative.
Wynne Meadow feels warm on this side of the river, and above us, there's a blue sky, but I can almost feel the cold from that grey mist reaching out across the water. I shiver and wrap my arms around my waist. On the journey through the mountains, an icy cold washed over me – suddenly, from nowhere; the shocking intensity of it brought me to my knees. Kayne and Tulia had stood dumb with fright, watching me on all fours until Kayne gently lifted me to my feet again. We have not spoken about it, but I feel them watching me, waiting for me to collapse again.
"We need to camp here tonight," Kayne says from behind me. "We cannot keep walking through the night."
I shake my head stubbornly and know the two warriors are looking at each other in frustration, their patience with me wearing thin.
"Not here."
"Princess —"
"Not here," I interrupt, pointing at the grey mist. "The dark magic is too close."
"Aaronn went into the river. What if he's dead?" Tulia enters the argument; there's a tremor to her voice, and the fact that she's afraid scares me. I know she can sense the dark magic from across the river. But I'm stubborn. I refuse to believe Aaronn is dead. I can't. Not yet, not until I've done everything to prevent it.
I shake my head; that's the only answer I give her. I can't tear my eyes from the spot in the river where the trace disappears, and the memory of that icy cold washing over me comes back to me now. Squeezing my eyes shut I groan, anger fighting its way through my fear. I kick at the tall grass beside the river, wishing I had something I could punch instead. Something like Aaronn's face.
"That stupid, selfish, arrogant ass of a man. Of all the idiotic things to do," I rant to myself, pacing up and down the river bank, unable to tear my eyes from that last sight of the trace.
"Princess?" It's Tulia, her voice wary.
"I've told you before to call me Lilly," I snap, too angry with Aaronn to curb my tongue. I turn in time to see her flinch as she steps back. The anger is refreshing; it pushes back my fear and allows me to think clearly – possibly for the first time since having that dream. "He threw himself into the river," I shout at the two Fae warriors. When they only stare blankly at me in return, I continue, "Aaronn — the stupid, arrogant asshole who thinks he knows everything."
I see Kayne's mouth twitch in amusement before he controls it, but Tulia frowns at my outburst.
"You are talking about the Commander of the Queen's army," she says sternly. "And the Fae who saved you – a human – from the Ruark." She points her hand across the river. "The same Fae who risked his life to rescue your mother."
"Yes. Exactly," I shout and watch Tulia's frown deepen in confusion. "Exactly," I repeat. "Why do you think the idiot threw himself into the river?" When nobody answers, I resume pacing the bank muttering to myself in frustration. "He drives me so bloody crazy."
"He threw himself into the river to save you?" Kayne interrupts my pacing with his quiet question. "To break the trace?" I stop and look at him in despair, feeling utterly useless. After everything we did to get here, we've lost him anyway — but Kayne is still speaking. "He wouldn't have done that without reason. If he considered this place too dangerous for you, then it is — we keep moving. Now."
"I'm not giving up."
"No." He shakes his head and points further up the meadow. "There's only one way he could have gone. We follow the river, but we stay on this side."
Relieved, I give him the first genuine smile I've offered any of these Fae, and he grins back at me, looking almost like an older version of my brother. Tulia is white and pale next to Kayne's black strength, but they complement each other well and, I suspect, are more than just friends. She brushes her blonde hair off her face with an impatient gesture; she's still eyeing me warily and I sigh as I watch her tie her hair back in a tight ponytail.
"I'm sorry I shouted at you."
She nods impatiently, but a frown crosses her brow as she watches me. "You do care about him?"
I hesitate, not knowing how to respond to that. "I don't want him to die," I offer in a conciliatory tone, and she huffs out a laugh at that.
"Good enough." But she's shaking her head in amusement and then, with a gesture, indicates for me to precede her along the bank. She falls into step behind me, as she did throughout this journey. Kayne marches on ahead, his eyes scanning our surroundings, ever alert. He reminds me of Aaronn that way. It must be something in their training. I turn my head and look back at Tulia.
"You care about Aaronn. Don't you?"
Tulia nods and shrugs like she doesn't understand the question. "He is one of the best Commanders the Queen has ever had."
We walk in silence for a while, but I have to ask. "Why is he the best Commander the Queen has ever had?"
Tulia chuckles but then picks up her pace so we walk side by side. "He is the youngest Commander in Soraya's history."
"But why is that a good thing?" I persist stubbornly, and Tulia cocks her head in confusion at the question.
"Do you understand what the Commander's role is?"
I shrug, "To lead the army?"
"Mmm, yes, but it's more than that. To be appointed to the position of Commander, one must have powerful magic. Not just," she waves her hand dismissively in the air. "You know, simple magic. The Commander of the Army must be a powerful magician — able to protect a troop of warriors with his magic alone. He must know stealth spells and be able to summon protection shields and even summon enough energetic magic to push back a whole invading army."
Tulia clearly worships Aaronn, and I hesitate before voicing my next thought. "But Aaronn didn't do any of those things," I say quietly. Tulia's steps slow and I wince, afraid I've offended the warrior, but when she looks at me, she's pale.
"I know."
"What does that mean?"
Tulia takes a deep breath and her eyes stray across the river. "It means that Cathmor has become even more powerful than we feared." She can't control the shiver that passes over her. Tulia's clearly scared, and I don't want to push, but I still don't understand.
"I don't know who that is."
"Hopefully, you will never need to know," she says so quietly I have to lean in to catch the words. I keep looking at her, and eventually, she adds. "Cathmor is a Ruark and a powerful magician. He is their Aaronn," she says with a shrug, and then a mischievous sparkle enters her eyes. "But not as handsome," she adds with a cheeky grin, and I burst out laughing.
"Tulia," I pretend to be shocked but she only rolls her eyes at me.
"You can't tell me you haven't noticed how gorgeous our Commander is." She grins. "And he seems to have taken a particular interest in you," she adds with a wiggle of her eyebrows.
"Sure he has," I say dryly. "He threw himself into a cold river to avoid seeing me. He's that taken with me."
Tulia laughs but then adds, "Seriously though, Aaronn was the one who appointed us," she nods her head in Kayne's direction to indicate who she means. "Aaronn was adamant that we keep you in our sights at all times. I've never seen him like that before, even when the Queen," she falters, aware she's said too much.
"What?" I push her for more information.
Tulia gnaws on her lip indecisively and then adds, "The Queen didn't think the protection was necessary. She tried to dismiss us when you were moved to the Lunar Temple, but Aaronn found out about it and had us reinstated as your bodyguards." I stare at her in shocked silence. Aaronn was watching over me all this time? Tulia seems to read my mind and gives me a stern look. "Exactly. He might deserve a little more respect than you give him."
Duly chastened, I fall into silence and Tulia drops behind me to let me walk alone with my thoughts.
When we finally make camp, it's at a safe distance from the river but still within the meadow. The Lycium woods are quiet behind us and I miss the twinkling lights from before. All I can see now are the dark shadows of the trees. I would still choose that dark forest over the one across the river. The menace of the Ruark woods creeps across the water, trying to reach us and drag us closer. By now, I have heard so many stories about the Dark Woods that I can't tell if the fear is in my head or real. Can a forest be evil or just the people who live in it? And even then, can a whole race of people be evil or just their leaders? These are questions for another time, and maybe Sara will be able to help me answer them — if it's true that she's studying the politics and history of the realm.
The night is dark and I shift on the grass, trying to get comfortable. The meadow is bursting with wildflowers and the scent is light and fragrant, but it still doesn't make it any easier to sleep on the ground. I do sleep a little but am soon awake again, unable to settle. I'm too restless and my heart is racing, tugging on me, trying to tell me something. Aaronn? I can't reach him, and even though we walked for hours yesterday following the river, there's still no sign of the golden trace. No sign of a body either. I heave myself up with a sigh and look across the campfire to find Tulia on watch. She offers me a small smile, but I know she feels as unsettled as I do. Kayne is asleep on his back, his arms crossed beneath his head for a pillow. I glance up at the sky, noting a thin patch of light in the east, but it's still dark overhead and the campfire is comforting in the dark. I stand, stretching my arms over my head and when Tulia casts me a questioning look.
"I'm going to sit over there and try again to find him," I whisper and point at a spot a short distance away and closer to the river. She nods and I walk away from the campfire, knowing I will be safe with Tulia watching over me. I tried at different times during the night to slip into my magic, but I couldn't find Aaronn on any of those attempts. The golden trace still floats in front of my chest but it's growing fainter. Aaronn is dying. We all know it.
I sit cross-legged in the tall grass and, closing my eyes, I drop into my magic and pulse that golden light through the trace, trying to strengthen my side of it at least. I don't know if that will help but it's all I can think to do now. I concentrate on the trace pushing further and further along it, imbuing it with more light, stronger light. Brilliant, powerful gold energy streams from me and I can almost believe it's working.
"Lilly." The urgency in Tulia's voice pulls me back, and I open my eyes to find her standing on the riverbank. She looks over her shoulder at me, and following her finger, I see what she's pointing at. About ten meters up the river, a thin golden thread runs from the water and into the Dark Woods. We've found the trace. I run to her side and we stare at it in horror.
The Dark Woods. He went back into the Dark Woods?
"It could be a trap," Tulia's words echo my own thoughts. She peers at me in the predawn light, her blue eyes shining. I've grown used to this feature on the Fae and it no longer scares me. "It's possible the Ruark found him and took him into the woods to lure you in after him."
I nod. Everything she says could be true but what choice do we have? Kayne joins us on silent feet, and together, the three of us stand on the banks of the River Nola and stare at that pulsing gold thread.
"We have to try," I say eventually when the silence has gone on too long. Tulia grins her approval at my decision, and Kayne gives a sharp nod.
"We'll wait for daylight, though," he says firmly, not brooking any argument from me. "It's bad enough going into the Dark Woods without doing it in the dark." He grins then. "How about you make us some breakfast?" he suggests. An unexpected bark of laughter escapes me as I remember my attempt last night to manifest dinner. In the end, all I managed was a loaf of bread, but Tulia went off into Lycium Wood and returned with her pockets full of berries. It was a simple meal but at least we didn't go hungry.
I return to the fire and plop myself down beside it, crossing my legs and dropping into my magic...the trick is to picture the food in my mind and then pull it out of the ether. That simple, I snigger to myself at the thought. After three weeks of trying to learn this manifestation trick, the most I've ever managed is a loaf of bread. It seems to be my one party-trick – no matter what meal I imagine, all I ever produce is bread. Maybe this morning will be different, I think hopefully. Clearing my mind, I focus on the type of food I would love to eat right now. Crisp red apples, blackberries, yogurt… my stomach growls, but when I hear Tulia and Kayne laughing, my eyes snap open. Sitting on the ground in front of me is a loaf of bread. My shoulders shake as I join in their laughter.
"You must really love bread," Tulia says, still laughing and I grin up at her.
"Ssh, don't tell anyone. Bread is my guilty pleasure. I could eat it all day."
"You might be doing just that." Kayne chuckles at me and I look back down at the loaf of bread and another laugh escapes me.
"At least we won't go hungry," I say, offering it to them with a sheepish smile. Kayne pats me on the shoulder as he takes the bread from me.
"Don't worry. You'll get it eventually."
After that we eat in silence, the three of us taking it in turns to glance towards the river and the menacing woods beyond it. Kayne insists on waiting until the sun is high enough in the sky to banish the shadows from the outer perimeters of the Dark Wood, and then we set off for the river, keeping that gold thread in sight. At the point that it leaves the water, we stop on the opposite bank and look at each other. No one ever goes into the Dark Woods — or so I've been told. The river looks deep in the middle, and it's cold; I know that already and we hesitate beside it.
"We can't leave him in there," Tulia finally whispers what we're all thinking and with a decisive nod Kayne is the first one to step into the water. We will all be soaking wet by the time we cross to the other side, but as the water comes up to our waists, there seems little point in rolling up our trousers. However, we remove our boots and carry them high above our heads as we wade across.
The waters rise as we move further from the bank, the current tugging at our legs, unbalancing us. I step on a rock lying on the river bed and wince as it slices at my skin. Shaking off the pain, I follow behind Kayne and Tulia. They insist on being the first ones to cross, and in the privacy of our own minds, we are all still wondering if we're walking into a Ruark trap. The only thing that keeps us going is that golden trace pulsing faintly from the river bank. We stand beside it at last and take a moment to slip our feet into our boots and look at each other. It's impossible to disguise our fear, but Kayne winks at me to lighten the atmosphere. Tulia punches him on the shoulder with a grin.
"Be serious," she whispers before turning to me. "Lilly, I want you to stay between us at all times." She pauses and eyes me sternly. "If at any point I tell you to run, you run. Back here to this river, and you cross it as quickly as you can. Promise me that."
I nod, knowing she won't take another step towards those woods until I promise. Kayne steps out ahead of me and I fall in behind him. Following him, I'm careful to place my feet in his larger footprints, not wanting to make noise or draw attention to us. I'm aware that of our party of three, I am the liability. Tulia walks behind me, guarding my back. The gold trace winds through the dark undergrowth, beneath the wildly growing plants covering the ground. It feels more like a jungle than a forest and I shudder as I imagine the creatures that might be hiding beneath all this foliage. Snakes — and I shiver again, remembering my dream; I push it quickly from my mind. I won't be able to take another step if I keep thinking of all the snakes I've seen recently.
As we walk, the trees grow closer together, and the lush canopy above us blocks the daylight. It's humid and dark, and sweat soaks through my shirt, making me feel sticky and short of breath. Kayne stops abruptly.
"I can't see the trace," he whispers and I peer around him, searching for it along the ground. Instead, I see two pairs of yellow eyes watching us from the darkest shadows. Kayne tenses at the same time as I see the eyes and I hear his muttered curse before he murmurs. "Wolves."
"Behind us as well," Tulia whispers, and looking over my shoulder, I see she's right. Tulia has her back to me, protecting me from attack, and Kayne stands in front of me but even he can't hide them from me when those two wolves prowl closer. They are not like any wolves I've seen in the human world; each one is the size of a small pony. I reach for my dagger and clutch it firmly in my hand. I don't know what I'm going to do with it but just feeling it in my hand gives me courage.
"Remember what I said beside the river?" Tulia asks me quietly. Kayne has stepped back and both of them are circling me, keeping me shielded from the wolves at all times. Tulia and Kayne slowly draw their bows from their shoulders, reaching for their arrows.
"How many behind?" I hear Kayne ask.
"One behind. One to our left."
"Two in front," Kayne murmurs. "Lilly, are you ready to run?" When I don't answer, he repeats the question as an order. "Lilly, when Tulia says run, you run as fast as you can for the river. We are going to cover you. I'm not asking you, Lilly," he growls impatiently, and I manage to nod. "Tulia?"
"Ready," she whispers, cocking an arrow and holding her position. "Cover me," she shouts as she fires the arrow. "Run," she yells at me, and then I have only enough time to see the arrow pierce the wolf's eye and watch as it thrashes and howls, the arrow sinking deep into its brain. I run as fast as I can but the wolf still manages to paw at me, catching me with its claws and ripping through my trousers. I keep running, aware only of Kayne firing his bow at the next wolf that leaps while Tulia reaches for another arrow. I run faster, an arrow flies past my head and that's how I know a wolf is pursuing me. A thud sounds behind me but I don't look back. I can't.
My lungs are bursting when I break free of the woods, but I don't hesitate. I plunge straight into the river, half swimming, half wading across to the other side. I drag myself up the bank and lie there panting in the sunshine, the green meadow pulses with gentle energy all around me. I turn my head and stare at the far bank. From the dark edge of the wood, yellow eyes stare back at me but the wolves don't venture out into the sunshine. They stand watching me for a long time, for what feels like hours. Even when I finally drag myself to my feet and move deeper into the meadow those yellow eyes watch me.
I curl up on the grass, wrap my arms around my knees and wait. I wait for the wolves to retreat, but that doesn't make a difference; Tulia and Kayne never follow me out of the Dark Woods. When I realize they never will, tears start to fall, sobs wracking my body. I left them in there to die. If I'd stayed and fought alongside them, maybe we could all have survived. I cry for hours and eventually fall into an exhausted sleep, only to wake with a start, panic coursing through me. Tulia and Kayne. And then I remember, but I have no more tears left…not even for Aaronn.
From my spot in the meadow, I can still see that gold trace, calling me, tormenting me with its nearness. Aaronn is going to die alone in the woods and there's nothing I can do about it. I curl up in a ball and manage to sleep again, but I'm woken at dusk by a gentle nudge on my shoulder and hot air on my neck. I blink my eyes open.
"Majesty," I murmur his name softly, tears springing to my eyes. "I need help, boy. Can you take me to Breanna?" He nudges me again, more impatient now and I want to smile at that, but I don't have the energy. I pull myself up onto his back and hold on to his mane. Only when I look over my shoulder toward the river do I realize the gold trace is gone. I glance down at my own chest but there's nothing there. I've lost the trace completely; Aaronn is dead. Falling forward onto Majesty's neck, I hang on tight, sobbing.




Chapter 9
LILLY
The swaying has stopped; that's my first thought. The second thought is that I'm warm and…comfortable? I blink my eyes open, peering into the darkness. I'm wrapped in warm blankets and lying on my side on something soft. It's night, and the stars are above me, letting me know I'm definitely still outside. The darkness around me moves and I blink again, straining my eyes to see into the night. The shadows move again and then a gentle nicker, a snort, and a huff of hot air on my face.
Horses. Majesty brought me to Breanna and her horses. I roll over onto my back, the relief I feel overwhelming me.
"Ah, you're awake," says a quiet voice from a few feet away. Breanna steps around the small fire and crouches beside me. "I thought we might lose you," she whispers, concern lacing her voice. "That's a nasty gash you have on your leg." When I only stare back at her in confusion, she adds, "It looks like you were attacked by one of the predators…wolf, cat…" Her voice trails off as she waits for me to explain.
The scenes in the woods come back to me; I squeeze my eyes shut to block them out and whisper, "wolf."
When I open my eyes again I see Breanna crouching beside the fire again. "I was keeping this warm for you," she explains when she kneels at my side again and holds out a small flask. "Try to sit up. You need to drink this."
"What is it?" I push myself up, wincing at the pain in my thigh. Strange how I didn't notice it before.
"It's a tincture from the bark of the White Willow tree."
"For pain relief?"
She nods while I take a sip, grimacing at the bitter flavor. "It will help with the infection as well," she adds.
"What have you mixed it with?" I lick my lips, trying to decipher the taste and she grins at me.
"Blackberry and pomegranate juice."
"Pomegranate?"
"From the Dark Woods," she says as though it's obvious. Her raised eyebrows seem to ask where else she would get pomegranate juice from. All I can do is squeeze my eyes shut at the mention of the Dark Woods. I don't understand why anyone would willingly go in there.
She's watching me closely when she asks, "Why did you go into the Dark Woods alone?"
"I wasn't alone." I don't need to say anything else for her to understand.
"Who?"
"Tulia and Kayne."
"They should have known better." The impatience in her voice belies the sudden pain that flashes through her eyes.
"We were tracking Aaronn. His trace left the river and went into the wood. We didn't have a choice." When she only sits there in silence forcing me to go on, I press my lips together and shake my head. Tears are pooling in my eyes again and I don't want to say it out loud. I can't. But she waits me out – not saying anything. "Aaronn's dead."
"Did you see his body?"
"The trace is gone." My shoulders shake with fresh sobs. When I look at Breanna again, her cheeks are dry, but her eyes are suspiciously bright.
"He could still be alive."
"I can't go back in there. The wolves are there. I —" My voice falters and I shake my head fiercely.
"You're not strong enough," Breanna brushes my fears aside. "We need help. You need help," she corrects herself.
I huff out a bitter laugh and then wince again as a sharp pain shoots down my leg. "Even if he's alive, by the time I get back to the city and request an army from the Queen…he will probably be dead." When Breanna frowns in confusion, I whisper. "He was so weak. Even when the trace was visible, he was weak and in so much pain, and now…the trace is gone." I watch her shake her head, dismissing my words.
"I wasn't talking about the Queen. She cannot help you in the Dark Woods but the Etain can." At my blank look, she raises her eyebrows and then mutters in frustration, "It's like they're deliberately trying to keep you ignorant. The Etain, otherwise known as the Shining Ones. The little people," she adds when I still look confused.
"Do you mean faeries?"
Breanna nods sharply. "If anyone can help you now, it's them." She falls silent, looking troubled. "But it's up to them. Nobody can make them do anything they don't want to do."
"Can they help me get Aaronn out of the Dark Woods?"
"First, we need to ask them to heal your leg. One request at a time." Breanna looks amused and holds up a hand to stop any argument I might attempt. "There's no point in saving Aaronn only for the infection in your blood to kill you," she says firmly.
The wind picks up and the campfire flares brightly, Breanna's hair glows with an orange halo but her face is in shadow, and I wish I could still see her eyes. She hops up to her feet and gives a shrill whistle. I see a few of the horses raise their heads and look at us in interest but only one comes forward, snorting and shaking his head. Majesty, my beautiful unicorn. He stops beside me, and Breanna pulls me to my feet and helps me onto Majesty's back.
"I've cleaned and wrapped your wound, but you'll need help removing the infection from your blood." She looks worried for a minute as she studies me, unease clouding her features.
"Why are you helping me?" When her unease turns to confusion I add, "You don't even know me, not really."
A smile flits across her lips. "I don’t need to know you. The unicorns have accepted you, that's good enough for me. You don't think Majesty would bond with just anyone, do you? He chose you, Lilly O'Driscoll, the human Fae. You need to have more faith in yourself."
She turns her back on me and rests her hand on Majesty's neck, communicating with him silently. Telepathy, I realize, and that reminds me of Aoife. Breanna has the same magic gift as Aoife — she can talk to animals. Is that how she enters the Dark Woods when no one else can? As I watch her eyes flick to mine.
"I told you before, Elves can cross all borders. We're allowed in the Dark Wood. Your people are not."
"You could find Aaronn," I realize suddenly but a troubled look crosses her face.
"I'm not allowed to interfere," she whispers, staring off towards Ruark territory. Before I can say any more. "Go," she orders, giving Majesty's rump a firm pat. I don't have time to ask her what she means by 'not allowed to interfere', but I crane my neck to look back at her and find her still staring pensively across the river toward the Dark Woods.
By the time we reach Lycium Wood, the night is fading and a gentle light touches the outer edges of the forest. Majesty nickers at the border, almost as if he's asking permission to enter, and I smile at my own foolishness. But he does seem to be waiting for something and I begin to reassess the idea. After a few minutes of silent waiting, he then steps forward and we continue our journey into the Woods. I'm feeling just a little freaked out right now. Did my unicorn just ask permission from the Etain? Are we being watched? And then I remember my first day in this realm and how I felt those eyes on us, watching us, trailing us through this forest. They had felt harmless…mostly. But then, Aaronn was with us and if he's as powerful a magician as I'm now beginning to understand he is, then I suppose he didn't need permission to enter.
Thinking of Aaronn makes me ache and tears well up in my eyes all over again. I don't understand these feelings for a Fae man I hardly know. He's so arrogant, I'm not sure I even like him, yet losing him feels like the greatest tragedy of my life. Maybe Clodagh is right, this tie with Aaronn is probably Fae magic. It makes no sense that I care this much about someone I hardly know. If I can break this spell he has on me, I might not feel anything for him. I duck quickly as Majesty walks beneath a low-hanging branch.
"Hey, watch where you're walking," I chide gently, patting him on the neck. He only nickers back at me, and, I swear, he's admonishing me. Can he read my mind? The question lingers though and now my mind is going around in circles, too many thoughts crowding in on me until I feel my heart accelerating and my breaths coming in shallow gasps.
STOP.
I squeeze my eyes shut. Usually, I'm better at managing my thoughts, but now I feel as helpless as I used to feel as a teenager. Prying my eyes open I see Majesty has stopped walking. His head is cocked as if he's listening to me, and I remember then what Aaronn said to me on the bridge — I need to control my emotions because he isn't the only one who can feel me.
Majesty. I sigh briefly as I realize my unicorn isn't reading my thoughts; he's reading my energy, my feelings. I manage a few deep breaths and drop into my heart since I know that's the quickest way to feel better. The soft pulse of the forest surrounds me, and today, it feels soothing and — welcoming. I'm allowed to be here. The Etain are welcoming me to their home; I wish I could see them. But even when I open my eyes and search for them, all I can make out is the flickering of lights in the darkest shadows of the forest.
Majesty continues walking, carefully stepping over the trees' large twisted roots. I make a game of counting the different species of trees we pass; Plain, Elm, Ash, Birch. It's a tree lover's paradise in this forest, and those are just the species I recognize. I never paid attention when my mom talked about trees and plants — unlike my sister Aoife. That reminds me of the walks the two would take together. At least once a month, they would pack up the car with backpacks and hiking boots and head off to some far away wood to explore. They would come back giddy and bursting with stories, wanting to show us photos of the different plants they discovered. Needless to say, none of us ever wanted to be around for that show-and-tell session. Remembering it now makes me smile. 
My mom always had a way of making each one of her children feel special and appreciated. For Aoife, that meant long walks in nature. For me, it was time spent in art galleries. The big ones but also the small and quirky art galleries she found around Cork. If it was something artistic and unusual, my mom would find the time to take me to it. I sigh deeply and understand at that moment that some of the grief I feel for Aaronn isn't even about him. He's my one link to my mom — if he dies, I have no idea how we will rescue her from the Ruark. She might be lost to us forever.
I glance around the forest, knowing that both my mom and Aoife would love to be in my place. They would see nothing but magic in here. It seems a waste to have my ignorant eyes on this abundance, but this beautiful forest cannot touch me the way the mountains do. My happy place is my memory of the glacial lake beside Soraya's capital city. I know I could live quite happily with that view for the rest of my life, but forests – even this beautiful one – make me nervous. I feel watched. I shiver even now as I think about it. I'm definitely being watched. The shiver that passes through me makes me want to turn Majesty around and canter for the nearest exit. Get out of this wood, my head screams at me, but I know I can't listen to it. My head always gets me into trouble; I know that now.
I drop into my heart rather than give in to my fears. When I do that, I understand how Majesty is finding his way through this dark forest; a series of little blue and purple lights are marking a route through the trees. Where are those little lights leading us? Majesty walks beneath some low-hanging branches, forcing me to duck and cling to his mane, and then I have my answer. On the other side of those branches, a cliff rears up before us, its surface damp and sleet grey, ivy clings to its rock. I blink in confusion, looking up and down the cliff wall but as Majesty only waits patiently, I follow his lead and force myself to breathe deeply until I feel calm once more. A purple light flickers before my eyes and the blanket of ivy parts, revealing a narrow entrance through the rock wall, only wide enough for a person to squeeze through. Majesty tosses his head and nickers at me impatiently and I huff out a tired laugh.
"Okay, okay, I'm going."
Clambering off his back awkwardly, I'm determined to land on my good leg, but a moan still escapes my lips as my right foot makes contact with the ground. The pain is so sharp it brings tears to my eyes but giving Majesty a pat on his neck I limp towards the gap in the cliff.
Once inside, the ivy drops back into place, concealing the entrance. If not for the bubbles of purple light, I would be in complete darkness. I edge forward slowly, following the purple lights until the tunnel widens into an open chamber…a cave, I think at first. Then I notice the abundance of light falling in the center of that space and craning my neck, I realize there's a vast hole above us. This isn't a cave; it's a crater.
The largest White Willow tree I have ever seen grows in the middle of it. It's easily over thirty meters tall, pyramid-shaped, and with grey-green foliage that sparkles and shimmers in a way I know I would never see in the human realm. The leaves trail along the ground, hiding the trunk from my eyes but I know instinctively that I need to reach the heart of the tree. It's pulling on my heart, dragging me forward. The throbbing in my leg increases the closer I get to the tree and I stop outside the fall of branches. Branches so thick with foliage I'm not sure how I will push my way through them but then, just like with the ivy on the cliff, the branches part, and I step through. I'm being invited, I realize, and the relief is so intense it makes me feel faint and I stumble as I make my way towards the trunk. Resting my hands on the wood I allow the pulse of healing energy to wash through me; my pain eases almost instantly.
White Willow is a powerful medicine for pain relief; I know this from my mother. She always preferred the natural treatments when we were kids, and our bathroom cupboards were full of herbal remedies instead of conventional medicine. Now I know why. Resting my forehead against the sacred bark I wait. I've been invited in…but for what? Can the Etain help me find Aaronn? As that thought occurs to me, I become aware of the sound of running water and glancing to my right, I notice a small rock pool fed by a narrow stream of water – possibly an underground stream. The branches of the willow tree trail along the edges of the rock pool and I feel pulled toward it. My leg pulses again, shooting angry pain up and down my right side. 
Get in the water.
I feel the message inside me, pulsing to the same beat as the throbbing pain in my leg. Sitting on the edge of the rock pool, I carefully remove my boots and grimace at the swollen cut on the base of my right foot. Aaargh, no wonder it hurt so much. It isn't just my leg that's wounded; my foot is swollen too. Swollen red and angry, so tender to touch that it makes me wince and I gingerly place my foot in the water where I sit. I watch, mesmerised, as red heat seeps from the cut, seemingly pulled out of me. The pain bleeds into the water, turning it red as it swirls around my foot before draining away towards the bottom of the rock pool, disappearing completely. It's like watching water going down a drain, except the only thing going down that drain is the red — the inflammation causing all the pain in my foot.
Lifting my foot out of the water I stare at it incredulously. It's healed; not even a scar remains. It's like the cut never happened. My eyes shoot back towards the water; the pool is as clear as it was before I put my foot into it, glowing now with a blue light. I can't believe it and turn incredulously to look towards the tree. There's no one there, but I wish I had someone to share this with. Wasting no time, I slip out of my trousers and wade into the pool so the gash on my thigh is fully submerged in the water. And just like with the cut on my foot, the water pulls at the wound on my thigh, and red swirls around me.
It's magic, I know I need to suspend my disbelief but it's hard to do that and I can't help staring in wonder. There's nothing physical coming out of my leg and yet, the water is definitely red and the red is definitely coming from my leg. I'm not imagining it. I shake my head to clear my vision. No, the red color is still there. After the red comes a black, ink-like substance. This takes longer than the red and I feel the pulling sensation all over my body. The poison in my blood drains into the rock pool, filling it with darkness. I shiver as I look at the now black and red water.
It looks so ominous I want to leap out of it, but then I notice that the dark water is draining away through a small hole at the bottom of the rock pool, leaving only that blue-infused water from before. Tears run down my face as I feel the gentle energy flowing into me. The blue light fills me, pulses into my bloodstream and I watch in awe as it flows around my body until I'm glowing with the healing light. When I look back down at my thigh, the skin is healed, as smooth as it was before my encounter with the Ruark wolf. As if it never happened.
Climbing out of the rock pool, I feel elated but also a little scared. It all seems too easy. I step back into my trousers, tugging them over my hips and fasten my belt around my waist before slipping into my boots. Energy courses through me and I feel ready for…what? I'm healed but what am I supposed to do now? Returning to the tree I rest my two palms on the bark and close my eyes. Breathing deeply, imagining the Etain can hear my thoughts, I thank them for healing me, for letting me use this sacred place, for…I don't know what to think next…
"All you have to do is ask," I hear from above me and looking up, I see a bubble of purple light. I look closer, blink, shake my head and look again. It isn't magic. It's a little person, about the size of my palm, with the tiniest pair of wings imaginable. Like Breanna, she has sharp cheekbones and long, narrow eyes. She's long-limbed and as delicate as gossamer, almost transparent. I realize now that the bubbles of light I saw in the forest were really the Etain, or the Shining Ones, as Breanna called them. I couldn't see them before; all I'd seen was the color around them. And then the faery's words register, and I gasp.
"Can you help me find Aaronn?"
The little faery grins. "We've been waiting for someone to ask. We can't interfere, you see."
I frown as she says that; Breanna said the same thing.
"Is he still alive?" I'm almost too scared to ask and feel my hand tremble where it still rests against the trunk. I take a step back from the tree, so I don't have to crane my neck to see this little purple faery, but as I look higher, I notice we aren't alone. Hundreds of these little faeries are in the tree, all of them looking at me. Gasping, I clamp a hand over my mouth to smother the curse that almost slipped out. 
"Aaronn is alive, but he's weak, too weak to ask for our help. We have done what we can." When I only look confused, she continues. "We found Aaronn on the banks of the River Nola, and we hid him from Cathmor and his warriors, but we can't do more without someone asking for our help." She pulls a face, a wince if I'm interpreting the tiny look correctly. "We broke the rules when we hid him. We cannot do anything else to upset the balance of our realm."
"Can you take me to him?"
"Of course, we've been waiting for you to ask." She looks stern for a minute, and I feel a flicker of unease. "You must bring him back here. He will not survive the journey to Soraya if you do not."




Chapter 10
LILLY
I stand on the banks of the River Nola once more.
My body feels frozen from the inside out. I am — numb. No, that's wrong. If I was numb, I wouldn't feel the terror growing inside my gut. A terror that will soon overtake all rational thought. Unless terror is the rational thought. Who in their right mind would go back into the Dark Wood?
Glancing again at the coterie of little faeries fluttering around me I notice a few frowns and impatient looks. I turn my eyes to the dark foliage on the other side of the river and yellow eyes glare back at me. Shaking my head to clear my vision I look again. There are no yellow eyes this time, only a brooding, dark wood, sinister and — I can't do it. I shake my head, but the little purple faery who seems to be the spokesperson for the group flies right up in my face, places her two hands on her hips, and glares at me. Glares at me. A faery glaring at you is a strangely intimidating experience but it still can't dispel my terror.
"We won't let anything happen to you."
I continue to eye her with trepidation, my gaze darting over her shoulder to the woods. What can the faeries do if the wolves return?
"Are you going to leave Aaronn in there to die? Alone?" she adds, wielding that guilt like a weapon. I huff out a frustrated breath. She's right; I know she's right.
"Okay, let's go." I'm about to remove my boots but quickly change my mind. I'm not taking any chances this time. Wet boots are preferable to cut-up feet. Stepping into the river I start to wade through the water and I'm almost halfway across before I realize I'm alone. Glancing over my shoulder I see the faeries gathered on the bank, not one of them joining me in crossing the river. "What's going on?"
"We can't go in there with you."
"What?" I shriek and stumble in my attempt to turn around and wade back.
"No, Princess. You must go. We are the protectors of Lycium Wood, so we cannot cross the border into Ruark territory."
All these rules are beginning to give me a headache.
"Then how did you rescue Aaronn if you're not allowed into the Dark Woods?"
"We didn't rescue him. The Etain who protect the Dark Woods rescued him."
"I don't think the Dark Woods need protecting," I seethe. The water rushing past me reaches as high as my thighs in this section of the river. In a few more steps, it will be up to my waist. I shiver, my teeth are chattering, and all I want to do is wade back to the safe side, but something about that defensive line of Etain has me doubting they will even let me through.
"You will be safe, Princess," the purple faerie says. "The Etain will protect you. Go now," her impatience causes her little face to scrunch up into a fierce frown. I stare at her long and hard, but no matter how long I stand there, I know there's no other way. I have to go; I will never forgive myself if I leave Aaronn in there to die. Turning around I move slowly against the rushing water and manage not to lose my footing on the shifting shale and stone riverbed. It seems to take an achingly long time to cross the river, but I know it can't be more than a few minutes.
On the other side, I linger with my feet fully submerged in the water, reluctant to take that last step into Ruark territory. I scan the trees that mark the entrance to the Dark Woods. The terror inside my stomach grows painful. I don't think I can do it. Stop thinking. Have you learned nothing yet about this realm, Lilly? Giving myself a talking to helps calm my fear enough for me to drop into my heart. My terror resides not in my belly as I want to believe but, in my memories, and I need to get out of my head if I'm going to do this. Breathing slowly and deeply, I step out of the river and move deliberately towards the forest. The energy I feel in my heart is strangely welcoming and as I step towards the darkness, little lights start to flicker. At first, it's only out of the corner of my eye that I catch them, bubbles of light just like in Lycium Wood, but now I know these bubbles are really the Etain and I hurry forward impatiently.
It isn't until I step fully into the gloom of the Dark Woods that the Shining Ones reveal themselves to me; they seem excited and flutter around me, tugging at my shirt to pull me forward. Angel wing plants carpet the forest floor, and from beneath their large red and orange leaves, more Etain are popping out to get a look at me. Their light bubbles shimmer with red and orange while the Etain emerging from the trees glow with a deep green light, but all of them are beautiful, magical little creatures who want to help me.
The one thing they all have in common is the impatient scowl on their little faces as I remain standing on the wood's edge. Their tugging on my clothes becomes more insistent, and, at last, I force my feet to move, following them as they lead me deeper into the Dark Woods. Shivering, I remember the last time I was here and cast quick glances around me. I can't believe these creatures were here all along. Surrounded by the Etain, the wood feels different, gentler somehow, but now that makes me angry. How could they have been here the whole time and let those wolves attack us? Why didn't they help us?
Tulia and Kayne died horrible deaths and the Etain stood back and watched it happen. I start doubting their good intentions and my steps slow. My legs feel heavier as the woods close in around us. I remember then the little faerie at the sacred pool telling me that all I have to do is ask and my feet stumble to a halt as I realise the truth. My grief is tearing me apart and I squeeze my eyes shut to stop the flow of tears. We didn't know, I want to cry. We didn't know. I feel a tugging on my shirt and exhale a shaky breath, forcing my eyes open. Two little faeries are impatiently pulling on my shirt and pointing deeper into the wood. I gulp back my tears and nod, letting them drag me forward.
We didn't know the rules…the never-ending list of rules that govern this realm. We were supposed to ask the Etain for permission to enter the Dark Wood — that was our first mistake. The second, we never asked them for help when the wolves attacked us. Why didn't Kayne and Tulia know this? The loss feels sharp and painful — what a pointless waste. If we had only asked, maybe Tulia and Kayne would be alive now. But how was I supposed to know that? I want to scream in frustration. Why am I so ignorant? Why is no one teaching me the rules of this realm?
The Etain direct me to an overgrown part of the wood. There are no paths here and the ground is covered with large jungle-like plants. I do not know their names, although I suspect Aoife would. A few of them look familiar, so I know they grow in the human realm, like the angel wings I spotted at the edge of the forest. The Etain work together, making a path for me to walk through, holding the larger leaves aside so I can pass without disturbing the plants. Out of the corner of my eye, I see something black slither away and a shiver passes down my spine. The sooner I get out of here, the better.
We reach a tall tree, similar to the White Willow in Lycium Wood. Although it resembles it in shape and size, that’s where the similarity ends. The leaves on this tree are plump and red berries grow in clumps along the branches. I know I've never seen this tree in the human realm, and I don't need the branches to part to know what I will find hidden beneath them.
Aaronn lies on his back, his arms limp at his side and his neck turned to one side. I cannot see his face and I'm too scared to step closer. Too scared to ask if he's still alive. The Etain don't let me hover though, impatiently they nudge me forward through the gap in the branches. And now I can see Aaronn's face, not that it gives me any clues. His body is so still it appears lifeless. My chest contracts with fear, I don't want to…no, if he's dead I can't…I can't do this on my own. I need Aaronn to be okay. I need…it's only when I feel the tears running down my cheeks that I realise I'm crying. Scrubbing impatiently at my face I press my lips together to stop myself. Enough. Crouching beside him I place two fingers on his neck, feeling for his pulse. His skin is cold, and at first, I feel nothing. Panic tightens my chest, but by squeezing my eyes shut, I force my mind to be quiet. Now I feel it. The faintest pulse of life still resides inside him.
"How do we move him?" I ask without shifting my gaze from Aaronn's face. An impatient look passes between the Etain and then I remember…they cannot help me unless I ask for it.
"Help me get him back to Wynne Meadow, please?"
It's as if my words turn the wattage up on their energy because this small patch of wood shines with a brilliant colorful burst of light and I don't have to worry anymore. The Etain use their magic to lift Aaronn up into the air and transport him through the wood to the banks of the River Nola. My feelings are so intense I feel overwhelmed by them; I don't know whether to cry in relief or scream in frustration. Stupid rules. All this time, the Etain could have done just that. Instead, Aaronn lay close to death, suffering and in pain for days. It all seems so unnecessary.
The faeries of Lycium Wood are waiting for us on the other side of the river, and with their combined magic, the two tribes of Etain manage to transport Aaronn across the water without getting him wet. I'm not offered the same treatment and find myself shivering and wet from the waist down. Majesty whinnies as I drag myself up the bank but the Etain mostly ignore me while they fuss around Aaronn. Sinking down onto my knees I look back towards the Dark Wood. The bank is empty, as if the faeries were never there at all. Aaronn is safe from the Ruark at last and I choke back the sob that rises in my chest.
"Will he survive?" I ask, my voice cutting across the whispering faeries. My question silences them and when I look from one face to the next all I see is worry lining their little faces.
No. I'm not losing Aaronn, not now that I've finally found him. I push myself back up onto my feet and place a hand on Majesty's neck, taking a moment to plan. Aaronn is a large man, too heavy for the Etain to carry back to the White Willow.
"Can you help me lift Aaronn onto Majesty's back?" I ask them at last and with a flurry of activity – they seem relieved that I've taken charge – Aaronn is soon dangling over Majesty's back with the Etain perched on his legs and others fluttering nearby to make sure he doesn't fall off. I pray we can reach the crater in time because only magic can save Aaronn now.
After the long journey through Lycium Wood, I'm scared to go near Aaronn; afraid of what I will find when I place my fingers to his pulse, but all the Etain are looking at me to do just that. Aaronn is unconscious, a heavy weight draped over Majesty's back; the back of his head is level with my chest, so I reach up tentatively and place two fingers against his neck, exhaling loudly when I feel a pulse. A faint pulse of life, but I hope it's enough to bring him back to us.
As I brush my hand across his jaw the rough stubble scrapes against my fingers. I pause and slowly drag my thumb across his jaw again, wishing him awake. Aaronn, please come back to me.  I feel silly feeling this way about him, needing him. You don’t even know him, Lilly but somehow that doesn't feel true anymore. Not completely.
"Princess, stand back and we will carry him to the Sacred Tree."
I nod and quickly step back, embarrassed to be seen touching Aaronn in that way. I leave Majesty in the wood and follow the Etain through the narrow tunnel and into the crater. Like before, the branches of the White Willow part for us. The Etain lie Aaronn gently beside the rock pool and, as one, they turn to face me. I blink back at them, my confusion clearly evident because the little purple faery flies closer.
"You must help him now, Princess." When I only look at her blankly, she says, "He needs to go in the water."
"Oh! Right. And I must do that?"
When they all nod at me, I frown and want to ask why, but by now I'm too tired, and with only a resigned sigh, I sink down beside Aaronn and attempt to strip him out of his top. He's heavy though, and that proves too difficult a task, so I end up simply ripping the dirty fabric, exposing the wound on his side; I stare at it in horror, remembering the pain from my dream. My hand is reaching, wanting to touch it but a loud collective gasp stops me. I glance up to see the Etain staring at me in shock and looking back at the wound I see poison is seeping from it.
"I mustn't let the poison touch my skin?" I ask, and they nod frantically. Right. Withdrawing my trembling fingers, I wedge an arm beneath his back to lift him to a sitting position and manage to tug the top from his shoulders and dump it to one side. I shiver as I do this, never wanting to see that top again. It's covered in his blood and sweat; black patches have stained the left side where the poison leached into the fabric.
I stare at the rock pool and then glance back at Aaronn, trying to solve the problem of getting him into the water when I remember the rule, and with hard-to-conceal irritation, I grit my teeth and turn to the Etain.
"Will you help me lift him into the water, please?"
They frown at my tone but luckily for me, they are more concerned for Aaronn than they are for putting me in my place. Using their magic, they lift and gently lower him into the water. I'm about to climb into the water behind him to hold him upright when a dozen little faeries block my path.
"No. You cannot risk going in there. Cathmor's poison is too powerful."
I'm forced to sit beside the rock pool, watching as the Etain hold Aaronn upright. The pool glows blue and white, and then I see it — the poison, a swirling green and black ink seeping into the water. Aaronn remains unconscious, his head falls forward on his chest and his face is dangling dangerously close to the water's surface. I have to shove my hands under my thighs to stop myself from reaching over and pulling his head up. It's hard to remain inactive when I'm longing to help; Aaronn has started leaning at an awkward angle, his right shoulder is submerged now beneath the water and I cast an anxious glance towards the Etain. Their faces are pinched in concentration, and as I watch, some of them change color, their light fading to a dull grey and then darker to almost black. Whenever this happens, a new faerie flies in to take their place, and the black faerie retreats to the White Willow Tree.
"The poison is strong," a little voice whispers at my ear. I turn my head to find one of the Etain beside me. She is frowning as she watches the water in the rock pool. The blue is drowned out by the black and green poison and all the faeries closest to Aaronn have lost their purple and pink light.
"What —"
"Sssh," the faerie waves her hand at me impatiently, her eyes fixed on the water. I follow her gaze to see a little black whirlpool forming in the middle of the rock pool. I'm almost too scared to breathe and hold my breath as I watch. It happens so slowly, the gradual draining of the poison, that I'm forced to take a breath in the middle of it. The water is clearing and the rock pool is a bright blue again. Just as this happens, Aaronn slides into the water, his head disappearing below the surface. With a strangled gasp, I leap into the water and pull him upright, wrapping my arms around his chest and tugging him towards the side of the rock pool.
"Wait." A pink faerie instructs. "He needs to stay in the water."
I nod and hold on a little tighter, keeping his head above the surface, watching as the blue light seeps into his wound. Aaronn's chest expands as he inhales a deep breath and then softly releases it. He remains limp in my arms, though, and we stay like that for a long time, both of us infused with the blue light.
"He needs the energy of the White Willow," I hear and lift my head, startled to realize that I'd forgotten the Etain were there.
"Help me carry him?" I ask, my voice sounding hoarse and scratchy.
Making my way over to the tree, I lower myself to the ground and rest my back against the trunk of the White Willow. I direct the Etain to place Aaronn between my legs with his back against my chest. Cradling him between my thighs feels almost too intimate for our relationship, but I try not to think of that; all that matters is getting Aaronn better. Although his breathing is steady, his face still has a sickly pallor to it. I cup his cheek and turn his head so it rests against my chest.
I know it is not enough to be near the tree; now I need to use my magic to help him. Breathing deeply, I feel the White Willow's soothing energy flow from the tree into my back and down my arm. I place my left hand against Aaronn's wound. It has already started closing up, the skin knitting back together. As the energy flows from my hand into his wound I know I'm a conduit for the healing, nothing more. With my right arm wrapped around his chest, I place my palm directly over his heart.
We sit like that for hours, my heart beating steadily against Aaronn's back while that healing energy pulses through me and into him. This crater is a sacred place and this moment feels sacred too; significant. I can't articulate the feeling properly, but the way we sit beneath the White Willow feels binding, almost a sacred contract between us, as though we are now bound forever. There is a small, cynical part of my mind sniggering. Fanciful, romantic, foolish…you don't even know him,
my mind whispers, but I'm too tired to listen, and I fall asleep with my head resting on his shoulder, my arms still wrapped around him.




Chapter 11
AARONN
I'm not alone. No, I'm leaning against someone…a woman. Her one arm is wrapped tightly around my waist and the other has fallen onto my thigh. I force my eyes open, blinking in the bright light and study the long elegant fingers resting on my leg.
Lilly.
Her thighs are stretched out on either side of mine and I realize she's cradling me against her chest. What is she doing here? My last memory…I shiver with the recall, the images that bombard me…my warriors killed, Cathmor, the icy cold of the river, and then darkness.
Squinting up at the light pouring down on us I realize where we are. The Etain. I see them now, holding back the branches of the White Willow so the sun can reach us. Keeping my head tipped back I close my eyes, soaking up all that sunshine. My heart rate is steady, my chest rising and falling with every breath but a sharp twinge on my left side catches my attention and I glance down at my chest. Memories sear through me and every muscle tenses as I remember the pain, the burning poison eating away at my body. Cathmor's poison. I shudder as the memories overwhelm me and Lilly murmurs in response, her breath warm against my neck.
How have I not squashed her? She is so slim she can't possibly be strong enough to hold my weight. I reach over my shoulder and tip her head back until it rests against the tree and then I edge slowly forward. She flops down to her side, so tired she only murmurs in her sleep when her head knocks off the ground. Wincing, I quickly reverse our positions and place her between my thighs, tucking her head against my chest. She murmurs again and snuggles in closer so I wrap my arms around her.
I'm too tired to do anything more than hold her but for now that's enough. Lilly saved me…me, the most powerful magician in Soraya, saved by a human Fae. I'm too tired to consider what that means but I tug her closer.
LILLY
The panic chasing through me is so intense I'm on my feet before I realize what I'm doing or where I am. My hand is reaching for my dagger when I finally get a good look at my surroundings. The crater. The Etain. Oh, I'm safe. Releasing a slow breath I hang my head in relief and then remember… Aaronn.
He's sitting beside the tree — watching me. I want to smile (actually, I want to scream and shout and do a dance, but I don't do any of that). I don't smile. I can't. The look on his face is so intense it frightens me. I have to remind myself that this warrior in front of me is Aaronn. Aaronn won't hurt me. And then I want to laugh at my own foolishness. I don't have to guess at what he's feeling…I drop into my heart and…oh! Tears well up in my eyes, and I blink, trying to hold them back.
Aaronn stands, the anger is still brewing in his eyes but I take no notice. I fling myself at him and wrap my arms around his chest. He stumbles back; I feel his surprise but I ignore it and hold on tighter.
"Don't you ever do that again," I whisper fiercely. He knows I'm talking about how he threw himself into the river to protect me. I don't need to say it out loud. I'm still clinging to him, refusing to let go and eventually he sighs and then I feel his arms close around me, squashing me to him.
"That's supposed to be my line," he says gruffly, moving his hand to cradle my head. His other hand is stroking up and down my back and tears slip out from beneath my closed lids. I can't help it. There's still a part of me that doesn't believe this is real. Aaronn tilts my head up and wipes my tears away before cupping my cheek and pressing his forehead to mine.
"I thought I lost you," I whisper and press my lips tight together to stop myself crying again. Aaronn doesn't say anything for the longest time; he only stands there with me, holding me, but it's different now. He feels different now…wide open. That's the only way I can describe it. His energy wraps around me; at the same time, his arms tighten around me too.
"I don't ever want you to be in danger." His voice is low, an admission dragged out of him.
"That's an impossible wish," I say quietly and his eyes close; the only acknowledgment I get that he knows I'm right.
When he opens his eyes, they're searching mine, seeking something, asking permission. I drop all my boundaries and let him feel how much I want him. His eyes widen but he still hesitates, so I tip my face up and just have time to see him smile before his mouth is on mine. The feelings are too intense, the connection between us overwhelming. I don't know if I want to push him away or tug him closer but his lips are on mine, soft and controlled and this has to be the most sensuous experience of my life. I feel like I've never been kissed before…I never knew kissing could feel like this.
Aaronn nips playfully at my bottom lip before pulling me closer and kissing me again, deeply, our tongues tangling together. I can feel every inch of his chest against mine but I want more. This need to touch him is burning through me but he pulls back, just enough to put a bit of space between us. I moan my objection against his lips and feel the upward tilt of his mouth as he smiles. His kiss is gentle now, lighter, but with such concentrated attention it makes me ache. As if kissing me is essential to his life. The beat of his heart is steady beneath my palm and I exhale a shuddering breath, oh god, I want more, I want…
"Aaronn," I murmur his name as his hand slips beneath my shirt, his fingers tracing patterns across my stomach, brushing against the side of my breast. I moan and arch into him, his touch distracting me before I remember. "Aaronn," I say again, more insistent this time and he lifts his mouth from my neck to look at me.
"The Etain," I mouth and he looks at me in confusion for a few seconds and then he smiles.
"Look around," he says and I follow his gaze. The branches of the White Willow have been dropped down into place, cocooning us in its shadows. We're completely alone. I scan the branches of the tree to confirm this but by the time I turn back to him, I'm grinning. "There's no one here," he murmurs against my mouth, kissing me again.
I lie naked in Aaronn's arms feeling almost drugged with happiness. The ground is warm beneath us and the soft grass that grows beneath the tree a gentle cushion that feels as soft as any mattress I have ever slept on. I suspect magic is responsible for that too, for how else would lush grass grow within a crater? Everything in this realm is a mystery to me.
It's been two days since Aaronn woke and we have yet to talk about returning to Soraya. By day the Etain lift the branches of the Willow Tree to allow the sun to filter down to us and by night they drop them back in place to cocoon us beneath its branches. They are discreet and aside from supplying us with delicious food they mostly leave us alone. I can't help but feel that they approve of Aaronn and I staying here together.
We're stalling, I know, but I can't seem to care. Who knew sex could be like this? No, this is more than sex. This is…I don't know what this is. I brush my fingers over the tattoo on his chest, not really paying attention. It's a Celtic symbol that stretches across his left pec… and then I do a double blink as I look at it again, examining his chest closely. My eyes stray to the matching serch bythol tattoo on my wrist. What does it mean that he has the same tattoo on his chest?
“When did you get this tattoo?” I ask him.
“Six weeks ago. It was part of a ceremony that Luneda required of me,” his voice trails off and I sense his uncertainty but his eyes are closed and he won't look at me. He feels the questions piling up in my mind, though, and clasps my hand, holding it to his chest. I wait for him to say something; when he doesn't, I lie back down and rest my head on his shoulder. It's only a Celtic symbol, a common tattoo. It doesn't have to mean anything.
"Ssh," he murmurs and presses his lips to the top of my head. "I'll tell you everything soon, I promise."
Why can't he just tell me now? I'm about to voice this when he rolls on top of me and presses his mouth to mine in a gentle kiss; he grins when he does it and I know this is his way of silencing my questions. I glare up at him but I can't help kissing him back. I don't want to stop. Ever.
I don't want to think about everything that waits for us outside this crater. My family will still be there when we get back. Reality will still be there but I want a few more hours with Aaronn. I widen my legs so I'm cradling him between my thighs and the teasing grin slips away. He pushes up on his arms and looks down at me, a question on his face as his blue eyes flare brighter. I cup his cheek and trace his right cheekbone with my thumb. Something else I've learned about the Fae: their eyes don't only glow in the dark; they grow brighter when aroused and shine with a piercing intensity when they orgasm.
Aaronn's eyes are on me now, tracking every expression on my face. I nod, and he pushes away from me just enough to position himself while I arch up and wrap my legs around his waist. He surges into me and I gasp at the pleasure that fills me. I've never known anything like this, the intensity of our connection heightens every sensation. His hand is bunched in my hair and his mouth on mine as we slip over into ecstasy.
AARONN
Lilly is asleep in my arms, her head resting on my shoulder. The tenderness I feel for this woman is something I have never felt before; it's an emotion that surprises me. Lightly I brush my hand down her arm and squeeze it gently. I can't help myself. This need to touch her is a compulsion. But more than that I need to feel her here in my arms; safe.
I can't believe she went into the Dark Wood after me, foolish woman. I could have lost her. My hand clamps tight on her arm again.
"Ssh," she murmurs sleepily and brushes her hand across my chest, her leg slipping over my thigh. "I'm safe."
I reach across with my other arm and wrap it around her, tugging her tight against my side. Her skin is soft beneath my palm and I can't stop myself from lightly stroking my fingers across her back, wanting to feel every warm inch of her here in my arms. Why would the Queen send Lilly to rescue me? She could have sent any other warrior…
"No, she couldn't. You know I'm the only one who could have found you."
I growl and look down at her. She's awake now and staring up at me, her eyes wide and serious. 
Get out of my head.
"It's not so nice, is it?" Lilly smirks at me. I huff out a laugh and pull her onto me. We lie like that in silence, her warm and naked body on top of mine, my arms wrapped around her back. After a few minutes pass Lilly pushes herself up on one elbow and looks down at me with a serious expression. "I will always come and find you."
My chest contracts tightly, the pain almost too sharp to breathe through.
"I don't know how to do this, Lilly. I don't know how to be open like this. I've always been alone," I falter with my explanation but I want her to understand.
Since losing my parents I've been alone, an orphan at the palace. I don't let people get close to me but I can't control this thing between us and that scares me. Lilly's inside me so completely I don't know who I am anymore without her. She presses her lips to my chest in a soft kiss.
"I know," she murmurs, soothing me.
LILLY
When we finally leave the safety of the White Willow, we find Majesty waiting for us outside the crater. Aaronn lifts me onto his back and walks beside us — despite my argument that he should be the one to ride on Majesty's back. He only glares at me and continues walking. As we get further from the crater, I feel him shielding his thoughts from me. I try to hide my hurt from him but know I'm failing when he reaches up and squeezes my thigh. I understand why he's putting his shields up; this connection between us is so overwhelming it scares me too.
Besides, I don't want to get distracted, I remind myself. I have only two goals — rescue my mom and get my family back to Ireland. There is no place in my life for a Fae warrior. We are from different worlds and there is no future for us.
"You still need to practice maintaining your shields," Aaronn's quiet statement has me gaping at him, my mouth falling open before I snap it shut. He read my thoughts.
"Sorry," I mutter, feeling guilty. Aaronn doesn't say anything more and his shields are so strong I can't sense what he's feeling. Have I hurt him? I don't want to hurt Aaronn; that's the last thing I want.
"Lilly," his voice is half exasperated, half amused. He stops walking and Majesty stops beside him. Placing a hand on my thigh he looks up at me. I still can't read him, though, and that frustrates me. Why is he shutting me out? There's a flash of annoyance on his face before he closes his eyes, and… he's open again. I feel all his confusion, hurt, fear, affection, and, yes…frustration. His eyes snap open and he looks at me directly. "I told you in the crater, I don't know how to do this. I don't know how to be this open with someone else. If I'm closing myself off, it's as much for your good as mine. You don't need to know every thought and feeling that I have. And I don't want to know yours." His voice is harsh, almost cold and I flinch at the impatience I sense in him. It reminds me of when I first met him.
I force myself to nod and he drops his hand from my thigh, turning away from me. We continue our way through the forest in silence now. I pull my shields up; he's wrong that I still need to work on that magic. My guards were down because I didn't see any reason to put them up. I wasn't trying to hide anything from him but taking a deep breath I strengthen my shield now and push him out completely.
This pain I feel is too intense to have anyone witness it. His rejection is too sharp; it feels like a blade cutting into the most sensitive part of me. I'm a human Fae, beneath his notice. I mustn't forget the disdain he felt for me when we first met. Aaronn despises humans…and I forgot that. What happened in the crater… it was a natural response to the stress we've been under recently. He forgot himself; maybe he was even grateful to me for saving his life.
We walk all day and by evening, we've crested the mountains and are looking down at the glacial lake that lies close to Soraya. I shiver involuntarily and Aaronn's sharp gaze turns to me, questioning. I shake my head. I don't feel like talking about the night I nearly walked into a Ruark trap or how Breanna saved me. I don't feel like talking at all. I stare down at the valley, only realizing now that Aaronn has taken us a completely different route to the one we followed before. Hopping down off Majesty's back I rub his neck affectionately, thanking him. I can see his herd in the valley below and send him off with a pat on his rump.
"I can walk from here," I say quietly to Aaronn's questioning look. He doesn't argue with me and we pause to watch Majesty's descent down the mountain towards his herd. I'm about to follow after him, but Aaronn gestures with his head towards another less worn path.
"We've walked enough today. We can return to the palace tomorrow."
A stubborn part of me wants to argue with him, tell him I'll continue on without him, but I'm tired and…not ready to leave him. Despite these walls between us, a foolish part of me still wants to believe that he does care about me. I suspect that I love him. I know that doesn't make sense; it's all too soon and I hardly know him, but… I shake my head, dispelling these foolish thoughts. It's not love; it's lust. That was the best sex of my life, of course I want more. My feelings have nothing to do with love.
"My house is nearby," he says, interrupting my thoughts, and I stumble in surprise. He reaches out a hand to steady me but I flinch at the electricity that snaps between us. He frowns at my reaction and drops his hand from my waist.
"I thought you lived in the city," I say to cover up the awkward silence between us. He only shakes his head and keeps walking.
"No." He doesn't say anything else for a few minutes but then adds as though the conversation hadn't lagged into silence. "I was born on the grass plains of Torin; the first ten years of my life were spent there. I find the city…" He pauses, clearly searching for the right word, "restrictive," he finally says.
I don't know what amazes me more — that he isn't Sorayan or that he's sharing something of his past with me. "Are you one of the horse people, like Breanna?"
That pulls him up short and he stops and turns to me in surprise. "You know Breanna?"
I nod and wait for him to answer my question. He doesn't; he turns and continues down the path. It disappears below two large boulders and I follow his lead, clambering up and over them. On the other side, he jumps down onto the path and reaches up for me, wrapping his hands around my waist. He lifts me down; my feet touch the earth, and I think he's going to kiss me. His face is close, his mouth only an inch away from mine, but then abruptly, he steps back, turns around and continues walking. I'm left standing there with my heart thudding loud in my chest.
Pushing back the desire that surged through me I force myself to follow him. Enough. I will not make a fool of myself over this man. This Fae, I remind myself. I don't even know the dating rules in this realm; I'm a princess, and he's the Commander of the Royal Army. For all I know, we're not allowed to date. I shake my head in frustration and hurry to catch up with him. I should have insisted that we return to the palace.
Would it have done any good? I laugh ruefully then; when has Aaronn ever done what I wanted him to? Aaronn only does what he wants; what he believes to be best. Frustration and laughter war inside me at this realization. He's disappearing around a bend in the path and I pick up my pace. The sun has sunk below the horizon and the growing darkness makes me nervous. The last time I was this close to the lake, I watched a Ruark Fae shapeshift into a snake and slither into those waters.
"What happened at the lake?" Aaronn's quiet question throws me, and I look up from my feet to find him waiting for me, an arrested look on his face.
"I walked into a Ruark trap. Breanna saved me," I tell him, realizing there's no point in lying about it. His face hardens as I expected it would, but rather than making me defensive it softens me. Reminds me of the crater and his confession that he never wants me to be in danger. "I'm safe," I add quietly. It's stating the obvious, but I say it anyway. His jaw tightens and I know he's biting back his words but he only turns and marches off. I release my breath slowly, I knew he'd be angry that I left the city without protection, but I never knew how much it would hurt me to feel his fear.
Following him around the bend I stop short as I see a wooden cabin perched on the side of the hill. It has a large wraparound porch and wide glass windows that look down on the glacial lake in the valley below us. He's already at the door, unlocking it with magic. Of course he locks his house with magic. I roll my eyes, nothing as ordinary as a key for Aaronn. He disappears inside, but I linger on the porch looking out at the view. The valley and lake lie below us, but to my right, the Edana mountains stretch off into the distance, and to my left are the foothills of the Duana Mountains. I stare at them, my curiosity rising; beyond those mountains lie the grass plains of Torin, and beyond those the ocean and the Mer people. A pang of regret tugs at me; I will never get to see those lands if I return to Ireland.
Hearing footsteps I turn and then gasp in surprise as Breanna steps off the path and joins me on the porch. Her eyes dart inside the open doorway and a grin crosses her face, but it is fleeting, chased away by a worried frown.
"You were gone a long time." It almost sounds like an accusation and I feel my cheeks growing warm, remembering how Aaronn and I spent the last three days.
"Aaronn needed time to heal." I can't help the defensive note that creeps into my voice as I say it.
"What's happened?" Aaronn asks, his voice low as he appears in the doorway. Breanna walks over to him and wraps her arms around his neck. He returns her embrace and I feel a flare of jealousy at the easy relationship these two clearly share. They stand like that for a moment in silence and I turn away. I don't want to look at them. Breanna shares a history and a bond with Aaronn that I will never share with him. As much as it pains me to see it, I know it's what I needed to see, a reminder that I need to get my feet on the ground again. This is not a love story, Lilly. 
"Lilly," Breanna says my name quietly and I turn to find her standing behind me again, her eyes wide and full of fear. "It's about your sister —"
"Which one?" I interrupt her, panic coiling up my spine.
"The eldest. Sara?" She says my sister's name with some uncertainty. "With the red hair. The one who was staying at the university in Soraya."
Over Breanna's shoulder, I see Aaronn's frown and realize he didn't know the Queen had separated us but I don't have time to fill him in now. I turn my attention back to Breanna.
"What about Sara?" I almost manage to keep the tremble out of my voice, but it sneaks in at the end. Aaronn takes a step closer and I know his intention is to comfort me, but I don't want him to. I can't have him touching me right now so I take a step back and hold my breath as I wait for Breanna's news.
"She's been sent to Rohn," Breanna hesitates only briefly and then forges on. "As a bride for King Lachlan. The Queen and King Lachlan have formed an alliance. He will support her in her war against the Ruark if Sara consents to become his Queen."
"But she won't." I shake my head in confusion. "She won't consent," I say stubbornly. Breanna looks over her shoulder at Aaronn and he takes a step closer.
"If the Queen orders Sara to marry King Lachlan, she cannot refuse. It's treason to refuse the Queen. Treason carries with it a penalty of death," Aaronn's voice remains low, no inflection to indicate the emotion he might be feeling — if any. I stare at him in confusion, my brain refusing to understand his words. "Lilly, if the Queen has signed a treaty with King Lachlan, then Sara has no choice but to marry him."
I'm still shaking my head, denial the only thing keeping me upright. When Aaronn pulls me into his arms, I don't have the strength to push him away but I'm still shaking my head and whispering the word "no" over and over.




Chapter 12
AARONN
When Luneda heard I was back in Soraya she requested my presence immediately and, as much as I wanted to, I couldn't ignore the summons. Now I'm waiting in her private chambers. I sigh and rub my temples but hiss as a sharp pain arcs across my forehead. The pain is excruciating and, as my vision blurs, I'm forced to squeeze my eyes shut. My body still does not feel like my own.
What I wouldn't do right now to be sitting in my own home, curled up on the couch with Lilly tucked in my arms. My home in the mountains is the one place where the intrigues of court life can't touch me and I was hoping to spend the night there. The news of Sara's marriage put an end to that idea…and now Lilly isn't talking to me.
I glance around the rooms and find myself irritated with the opulence. Luneda has always insisted on the highest standard of craftsmanship in the palace — and the most lavish of materials. Rich velvets, expensive silks, and brightly colored jewels brought in from the human world. As I pull the curtains aside and peer out the window, I feel the soft fabric beneath my fingers. Silk, if I'm not mistaken. Outside, the mountains are nothing more than a black slumbering mass against the dark sky, nothing of their beauty is evident now so I drop the curtain and turn back to the room.
I have always thought that Luneda's love of luxurious decor is an almost human trait. Not that I would ever dare voice that thought. Luneda's disdain for humans is more pronounced than mine, and — my thoughts stop abruptly. Where does my disdain for humans come from? Did I feel this way when I lived with the horse people in Torin? I think now of Lilly and how she continues to surprise me. She is not feeble-minded or weak; yes, she is often indecisive but that doesn't stop her from taking action when she needs to.
I feel again that pang of disappointment; I wanted one more night alone with Lilly. I need to tell her the truth about us. The deception has gone on too long; she still thinks she has choices — that she can return to her life in Ireland. She doesn't know that we are bonded. She cannot leave me — not without me dying first. But then, they say the death of a bonded one can leave the remaining partner so heartsore they wish for death themselves. If I'm honest, I'm scared to tell her the truth.
I've been slow to realise my feelings for Lilly but now…I hang my head and stare at the rug beneath my feet. What am I going to do? I'm not sure when it even happened but somewhere along the way I've fallen in love with her. She's gentle and kind and one of the most loyal people I've ever known. In the beginning I mistook her gentleness for weakness but she has proven again and again that she is stronger and more resilient than most.
But, when she learns the truth, she will never forgive me. I didn't consider this when I agreed to the bonding. I was fulfilling my duty to Soraya and I believed that Lilly was fulfilling hers. It wasn't a question of love or happiness…but now? She deserves to be happy. And she is definitely not that! When I left her at the Lunar Temple, she wouldn't even look at me; her words were wooden and automatic, her shields so strong I had no way of reading her mind. It's my fault that she resurrected those shields; my fault that she's hurting. But I needed time to think, to find a solution. I sigh irritably; I know I'm overthinking this. It's a human trait and unforgivable in a Fae. There will be a simple solution.
"Why the frown, Aaronn? Are you not pleased to be home?" I turn in surprise at the sound of Luneda's voice. I didn't hear her arrive but there she is, standing in the doorway, a concerned look on her face. She's wearing a navy-blue dress with gold trim that brushes against her bare feet, and on her head rests the simple gold tiara she prefers for her day-to-day responsibilities. As she steps closer, I see her smile, before she adds. "I am pleased to have you back with us. We thought we'd lost you."
I bow my head but when I raise my eyes to hers once more, she is frowning and her eyes are flitting over me, studying me. 
"You are sorely in need of rest. I insist that you remain in the palace for the next week. I want the royal physicians to take a look at you." Her voice falters, a little hitch in her breathing betraying her emotions and I soften my stance. I know she cares for me; it was foolish of me to doubt her intentions. She will have a good reason for whatever she has done in recent weeks.
"You are frowning again, Aaronn." The Queen interrupts my wandering mind, and I curse silently. Not having control of my thoughts is a new experience for me. I shake my head and offer a bland smile.
"Only thinking about Lilly," I dissemble. "There is still too much of the human in her; I think we need to increase her training. She will not be ready for any role you assign her if she cannot learn to control her thoughts." I shrug dismissively. "I was considering taking over her training myself." The Queen looks at me and her eyes narrow speculatively as she considers my idea.
"That won't be necessary," she decides at last. "You have more important matters to attend to." With a resigned sigh, she adds, "I think you are right, though. She may have been left too long in the human realm." Luneda sinks into a small armchair in the corner of the room and touches the chair beside it. "I can see you are tired but will you humor me and stay a few minutes?"
I recognize it for the command it is and take a seat. She nods thoughtfully, continuing the conversation.
"There is too much of the human in Lilly, that is true, and she shows little aptitude for magic. It is unfortunate. I am sorry I bonded the two of you together." She sighs and pats my hand reassuringly. "The truth is, we don't need Lilly to have magic. The council will approve her as my heir simply because she is Aisleen's daughter — and you have more than enough magic to make up for any she lacks." Her smile is warm, and I bow my head in acquiescence but keep my face carefully blank. The fact that she thinks Lilly has no magic surprises me. Clearly, I have missed a lot in the few weeks I've been away, but the one thing I am sure of is that Lilly's magic is strong.
Today, the long hours of walking gave me time to reflect on my choices over the last two months. From the day I agreed to bond with Lilly to the moment in the crater when I kissed her. I played out each moment in slow motion, analyzing my motivations each time. I don't believe at any point I was motivated by power. Despite what others whisper about me behind my back, I have never been interested in assuming the throne. All I've ever wanted is to serve Soraya and repay my debt to the Queen.
I look at her sitting beside me now and think back to all the times we've sat like this. Even when I was a boy, she would invite me to sit with her in the evenings. She was always so curious, wanting to know everything about my day. But now, everything is different. The bonding ceremony has changed me and I cannot go back to how it used to be. Lilly is a part of me, the most essential part, and I'm no longer willing to sit by and do nothing while she hurts. Tonight is not the time to have this conversation though, so I humor my Queen and give her the news she wants. She releases me after a few minutes but commands my presence in the morning for a full report. It's the reprieve I was hoping for and I smile gratefully at her when I take my leave. 
It's late and the passages are empty as I make my way to my chambers. They are the same rooms I used as a boy and I can find my way to them blindfolded. The Queen has often tried to move me to grander rooms but I refuse every time. I don't see the point when I am so rarely here. I prefer my home above the lake to the confines of the palace; it is easier to think away from all the court politics and intrigues. I have only been back an hour, and my senses are already prickling, warning me of the dangers and secrets being whispered in these halls.
Was that the reason for separating Lilly's family? Was it for their own protection, after all? I will ask the Queen about them in my meeting with her tomorrow. I do not like the danger I feel and I need her reassurance that they are safe. Longingly I think again of my home in the hills. The Queen insists that I remain at the palace and I feel again the same frustration I felt when she issued that command. But a direct order I cannot disobey.
Reaching my door I hesitate as I feel tingles on the back of my neck; a warning shiver runs down my spine. I'm not alone. I glance up and down the passage, but there is no sign of anyone, and then, out of the corner of my eye, I see the slide of a black snake along the stone floor. It raises its head and looks at me, clearly waiting for me to open my door and invite it in. I do not sense any danger from it and so do as it asks. It slithers quickly between my feet, entering the rooms ahead of me.
Sorayans traditionally cannot shapeshift, but it is not entirely unheard of. I do not sense any Ruark energy from the snake, but I watch it carefully just in case. My magic is not as strong as it usually is, but I am sure it is enough to fend off one shapeshifter. I can only hope — the thought gives me pause, and for the first time, I feel some sympathy for Lilly. It is not easy to doubt oneself. I shake off these distracting thoughts and watch the snake closely as it slithers around my chambers, in and out of the three rooms — clearly checking we are alone. When it is satisfied, it slides its way back into the front room and, in a shimmer of blue light, shifts into — 
"Cian!" My startled outburst earns me a smug smile. He crosses his arms and leans casually against the stone wall with all the swagger of an over-confident warrior. If he was one of my warriors, I'd be knocking that swagger out of him fast — that's the sort of arrogance that will get him killed.
"I surprised you." His smile is wide now and more boyish as he drops some of the attitude. "I heard you were back."
"Word travels fast." He must sense my exhaustion because his smile slips and he looks away. I gesture to the seats around my dining table and he follows my lead, taking the one beside mine. He's avoiding my gaze, his eyes skittering nervously about the room. "What can I help you with, Cian?"
"I was just wondering if —"
And suddenly I realize why he's here and hold up a hand to interrupt him. So much has happened since the last time I saw him that I had almost forgotten my promise to Lilly and her siblings. "I'm sorry. I wasn't able to locate your mother. I…" My voice falters. "I failed."
Cian says nothing for the longest time; he turns his gaze away from mine and sits there in silence until — "And Lilly, do you know where she is?" Before I can answer, he continues bitterly. "You told us we could trust you but every day that passes in this realm, I lose another member of my family. Lilly has been missing for nearly a week, and now Sara is also gone." He glares at me. "Nobody will tell me anything."
At first, I don't know what to say to him. This is my realm, these Fae are my people, but for the first time in my life, I feel ashamed of them. I close my eyes and release all my frustration in a loud exhale.
"If you're going to tell me they've been sent somewhere for their protection — don't." Cian's voice is simmering with suppressed fury, and I shake my head.
"I'm not going to tell you that." My quiet statement takes the wind out of his fury, and I see real fear in his eyes as his bravado crumbles and tears leak from his eyes. He's lost so much already this year. "Cian." I reach out and lay a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it to ensure he listens. "Your sisters are alive." His jaw clenches as he fights the urge to yell at me.
My head is starting to hurt beyond all reason now but I cannot ask him to come back another time. He needs to know the truth. I rub my temples, trying to ease the pain, but when I look back at Cian, his eyes are on the door behind me. Turning my head to follow his gaze I watch as the door opens and then closes again. I leap to my feet and stare at it in silence, recognizing the flare of magic in the room but before I can confront the newcomer, Aoife shimmers to life in front of me. I stare at her in uncomprehending silence before my gaze swings back to Cian.
"Does the palace know?" They both shake their heads, and I understand now why the Queen thinks Lilly has so little magical ability. "You've all been keeping your magic a secret?" Again, they nod. I rub my temples, the insistent throbbing in my head is unbearable.
"Let me help," Aoife says quietly and before I even know what she's doing, she's leading me back to my chair and pushing me into it. She places her hands on either side of my head and my eyes slide closed as I feel her magic pulse through my forehead, dissipating the pain. Her magic is so strong that the healing is over before I've even registered it's happening. Blinking my eyes open I look first at her and then at Cian.
"Why are you keeping your abilities a secret?"
"You first," Cian answers stubbornly. "Where are Lilly and Sara?"
With a resigned nod, I agree; they deserve some answers. I gesture to a seat, encouraging Aoife to join us at the table. Shyly she pulls out a chair and sits next to her brother; I can tell she's as worried as he is, anxious for news. 
"First, Lilly is at the Lunar Temple." When Cian opens his mouth to refute that, I hold up a hand to stop him. "We returned tonight. I left her there an hour ago." I sigh then, trying to work out how much to tell them. I decide on the truth — well, an edited version of it. Their faces tighten with anxiety as they listen to my account of Lilly's search for me. 
"Lilly is unhappy with me at the moment… furious might be a better description," I say, wincing as I do, and then tell them the news about Sara's betrothal to King Lachlan. Cian is on his feet before I even finish relating it. He's pacing the room restlessly, anger rolling off him in great waves, but Aoife doesn't move — not at all. In fact, she starts to fade away in front of my eyes.
"Aoife," Cian's voice is sharp and irritated as he looks at his sister. "You're doing it again." She looks down and wincing, she apologizes and gives her head a quick shake until she is fully visible again. I'm still watching them in amazement. The level of magic they display is unheard of in human Fae — I catch that thought and wince. I have judged them all unfairly.
"The Queen thinks Lilly has no aptitude for magic," I say quietly, wanting to see their reaction.
"That's a lie." Cian's response throws me and I frown, waiting for him to explain himself. He rolls his eyes at me, and I now understand why Lilly finds her siblings so irritating. "The Queen caught Lilly using her magic — she moved her away from us that same afternoon. The next day she separated all of us. We're not supposed to have any contact with each other. None." He spits the word at me.
"But you do," I say quietly, looking between them. "Both of you move freely around the city without anyone in the palace knowing." Aoife and Cian stare back at me with wide eyes, almost as if they have only just realized the risk they took in coming to me. "What about Clodagh?" I ask.
They're silent for a long time, but then Aoife's mouth twitches slightly and I see a similar amusement in Cian's gaze. Eventually, he says, "Clodagh is a fire faery." As my eyes widen, he adds, "And before you ask, no, they don't know she's a fire faery."
"And Sara?"
"Sara is a seer," Aoife says quietly, almost whispering it. "She knew she was going to be sent away. She knew about the betrothal before — " Her voice cracks, and she falls silent.
"It's true, " Cian says. "Sara told us last week that everything is about to change. She told us to wait for Lilly before we did anything, but then she disappeared, and Lilly was nowhere to be found." He scrubs a hand over his head and frowns at me. "But now Lilly is back and —" He looks frustrated and lost. "What are we supposed to do?"
“Nothing," I say firmly, instilling my voice with as much authority as possible. "I'm serious, Cian. For now, you do nothing." When he glares at me, I continue firmly. "Wait for me to have my audience with the Queen. I must deliver my official report, and I have questions for her too. Questions about all of you."
I feel an unfamiliar anger brewing inside me now, and although I'm not ready to voice my fears, I can't help but agree with Cian and Aoife that something must be done. Nothing adds up; while it was always Luneda's intention to bring Lilly to the palace, there was never any discussion about the rest of the family. When the Ruark surrounded the house I made the decision to bring them all across the veil. They’re here because of a decision I made but my intention was always to see them safely returned to Ireland. All except Lilly.
LILLY
The Queen makes me wait all morning. I take turns between pacing outside the gold doors and flopping down onto the nearest divan in frustration. I'm seething; I've never been so mad before. Even that time when I was twelve and Sara stole my diary and read it out loud to her friends doesn't compare to this. I didn't talk to her for three months after that stunt. And now I'd happily give her any diary she wanted if I could fix this.
I pace back and forth, ignoring the annoyed looks of the guards. I regret every decision I've made in the last two months — I should never have trusted Aaronn when he promised we were safe with him. And I absolutely should never have slept with him. That's only complicated everything even more.
After hours of pacing and fuming I even conclude that all of this is Aaronn's fault. I tell myself that he knew of the Queen's plans and deliberately delayed us so I would not be here to stop this marriage. He seduced me as part of some bigger plan. I growl low in my throat and see one of the guards cast a nervous glance in my direction. I'm being ridiculous. Of course, Aaronn didn't seduce me in order to give the Queen time to sell my sister into an arranged marriage.
But I can't believe this is happening. Even after a night of looking at the situation from all angles — I simply don't understand. I've lived my whole life in the human realm with human rules, and now everything has changed, and I don't know how to fix this. What if I can't fix it? What if Sara has to marry King Lachlan and spend her life in Rohn? Flopping back down onto the divan I hang my head in despair. I don't know what to do. But my head shoots up as I hear the golden doors swing open. A courtier appears at the entrance.
"The Queen will see you now," she intones solemnly and steps aside so I can pass. I leap up, a sudden burst of anger fuelling my charge into the throne room but I stumble to a halt only a few steps in. Queen Luneda is the only one there and she is not seated on her throne in a regal state as I expected. Instead, she is waiting in the middle of the room, beneath the glass cupola. The light falls around her and she seems different today, more — I want to say more human, but obviously, that doesn't make any sense. Today she appears vulnerable.
"Lilly." She smiles and steps closer. "Thank you." She reaches for me and takes my two hands in hers. She squeezes them gently. "Thank you," she says again and her eyes are bright with unshed tears. I blink in confusion, my fury slipping away. "Aaronn is like a son to me. When he lost his family, I took him in and raised him here. Losing him would have been the greatest tragedy of my life." She squeezes my hands one last time before dropping them, putting some space between us. She studies me then, waiting expectantly. I don't know what to say now. The sincerity in the Queen's voice has shaken me; she clearly loves Aaronn very much and –
"You have come to talk to me about your sister," the Queen suggests and my gaze whips back to hers.
"Can you tell me why?" I ask tremulously.
"Why?" The Queen raises her eyebrows in that imperious way I've seen Aaronn do so often; it unsettles me. I'm looking back at every encounter with Aaronn through a new lens. He is like a son to me. Does he feel the same way about the Queen? I shake my head firmly, pushing Aaronn out of my mind. Sara is the person I need to be thinking about now.
"You must know it was never our intention to stay here in Soraya," I say, fighting to keep my voice calm. For the longest time, the Queen only looks at me, pity in her gaze.
"It is not possible for you to return to Ireland. While your mom was with you, she kept you all safe from the Ruark. Your location is no longer a secret. They know you are my heir." She frowns, and the baffled look on her face suggests that I'm foolish for even questioning this. "Even if we find your mom and she wants to return to Ireland — you can never leave. You are my heir now. Your life is here in Soraya."
"My mom was heir and she lived in Ireland," I say stubbornly.
The Queen sighs in exasperation. "Yes, Lilly, but your mom is a powerful magician. You are not." The force of her anger slaps me across the face, almost as if she took a hand to my cheek. "Even with Emyrs' training, you show little aptitude for magic." Luneda sighs then; her frustration scratches at me like talons. "If you must know the truth, you are the reason I signed that treaty with King Lachlan. You are too weak to rule Soraya on your own. We need his support."
I step back, my mind reeling. I'm the reason Sara was sent to Rohn? Is this all my fault? If I was stronger, then maybe that would have been enough. If I was a leader like Sara or Clodagh —  "But I was the one who found Aaronn when he was lost in the Dark Woods." I cringe at the tremor in my voice. "Doesn't that mean my magic is strong?" I ask uncertainly.
Luneda stares at me for a long uncomprehending moment and then waves her hand impatiently. "That was not your magic, Lilly. I fixed a trace between you and Aaronn weeks ago — so that he could find you in Ireland. That is the trace you followed when you went into the Dark Woods. Besides, the accounts I have of Aaronn's rescue suggest the Etain found Aaronn, not you. You didn't use magic to find Aaronn because you don't have any," she says steadily and with a quiet authority that shakes my confidence. I open my mouth to refute her but she holds up her hand imperiously, silencing me. "I realize you have some magic, but it is so fragile and of such little consequence as to render it useless to us. You can manifest bread, Lilly, that's it." She eyes me sternly. "That is why your sister must marry King Lachlan and why you must remain here in Soraya."




Chapter 13
LILLY
Three days have passed since my meeting with the Queen and all I've been able to think about is that I am the reason Luneda sent Sara to Rohn. Me. I have failed my mother and my siblings. If I had only mastered my magic then none of this would have happened. It's so obvious now. I am the reason my sister has to go through with this arranged marriage to a Fae none of us have met – who might be a monster for all we know.
And now, the Queen has summoned me to the throne room. If I could find a way to refuse the summons I would but Emyrs' frowning disapproval as I hesitate is enough to tell me that I have no choice in this. I can't ignore the Queen. But oh god, I really don't want to go. I don't want to hear what Luneda will tell us next. Every meeting with her has left me reeling, another portion of my life in Ireland sliced away forever. And today? What will we lose today? I feel like I've let everyone down and that is a new feeling for me; it sits uncomfortably in my stomach making me feel anxious and a little nauseous, if I'm honest.
I follow my escort out of the Lunar Temple and through the connecting bridges until we reach the palace. The white marble passages shimmer with magic but the rose-oil scent makes me gag today and I hold my breath willing my nausea away. I should never have trusted Aaronn. I should never have let him bring us here. We do not belong in Soraya. If we did, I would have magic, it's that simple. As the Queen so helpfully pointed out, all I can do is make bread. What good is that in ruling a kingdom?
Stepping beneath the final archway, I see the imposing gold doors ahead of me. My steps falter; standing outside the gold doors are Clodagh, Aoife, and Cian. I've missed them so much but I've also been avoiding them. I don't know what to say to them. I've let them down. As I hesitate, Aoife looks up and sees me. She offers me a sweet smile that makes me want to cry. My brother notices her smile and looks my way.
"Ah, our fearless leader has arrived." Cian's sarcastic comment cuts me. He notices my wince and rolls his eyes. "Lilly, I'm only messing. Drop the whole savior complex, would you?"
What can I say to that? As the eldest, it's my job to protect them but Cian doesn't understand what that feels like. Who else will get them out of this mess if not me?
"Hey, Lil. It's been a while." Clodagh bounces up to me and gives me a hug; I hold her tight. I'm trembling. She feels it and as I watch she frowns and flicks a warning look at the other two. Cian rolls his eyes but remains unusually quiet while Aoife reaches for my hand and squeezes it. I'm about to ask them if they've heard Sara's news but the doors open, and a courtier gestures us into the throne room.
I don't want to go in there. My panic is spiraling out of control, my breath getting caught in my chest. Today I feel so fragile that one wrong word might break me completely. Aoife takes my hand and as she links our fingers, she presses her palm to mine… and I manage to draw in a full breath at last; she smiles and drops my hand. It's only then I realize she was using her magic on me. The calm that washed over me was more powerful than anything I've felt from Aaronn or the Queen. Her magic has grown in the short time I've been away from the city.
Aoife follows the other two into the throne room. I have no choice but to do the same. I step through the gold doors, my mind still on the healing I just received from my sister. If Aoife's magic has grown, what about Clodagh and Cian? I'm battling a combination of bitterness and relief. Relief that my siblings have enough magic to keep themselves safe and resentment that I don't. As the eldest, it's always been my job to look after them but now it seems they will have to keep me safe.
My siblings are standing now below the glass cupola surrounded by a circle of light. The Queen is seated on her throne and we bow as one group. Clearly, the others have received the same etiquette training as I have. In the last eight weeks we have all been groomed for a life here at the palace. A life we never wanted and yet… I can't help staring at my siblings, my attention on them rather than the Queen. They have all changed in the two months we've been here. I can't put my finger on the difference, but there is a sense of leashed power in them. I feel jealous of their abilities but proud too. The Queen won't be able to dismiss them as quickly as she did me. I watch as she steps down from her throne and approaches us with slow, measured steps. There is a heaviness to her today and I watch her warily.
"I know you have all been wanting news of your sister." Luneda pauses, and her eyes skim over us before finally settling on me. "She has arrived in Rohn and is preparing for her bonding ceremony with King Lachlan."
"What is a bonding ceremony?" Clodagh's voice is sharp and overly loud. I wince as I see the disapproval in the Queen's eyes. She sighs though and turns patiently to Clodagh.
"In the human world, I believe you call it a wedding." She turns back to the group. "As your Queen, I am also your guardian and it is my duty to protect you all. To keep you safe."
"Lilly is our legal guardian," Cian interrupts.
The Queen looks at him with pity in her eyes. "In the human realm, yes. But you are not in the human realm anymore. Here, I am your guardian. Here, I am your only family." She softens her tone and smiles gently. "Marriages create allies and are important for maintaining peace between kingdoms. We rely on bonding treaties like this; I'm told this is a practice in the human realm also."
"Yeah, like five hundred years ago." Clodagh's sarcastic response is muttered quietly, but the Queen hears it and her mouth straightens into a tight line.
"Sara's bonding with King Lachlan will ensure the Rohn people remain our allies," she continues without acknowledging Clodagh's comment. "We need their support now more than ever."
"Why?" Cian's tone is a note away from belligerence and I wince as I see the Queen's eyes narrow but he seems undeterred. "You’re not at war with anyone. Why – all of a sudden – do you need the support of the Rohn army?"
I take a step back from the group, suddenly more interested in observing the dynamics in the room than I am in anything the Queen has to say. I don't know what she's hoping to achieve in gathering us here. She's used to unquestioning obedience, but she will never get that from us. We've lived in the human realm and will never follow anyone blindly.
From the corner of my eye, I see a movement and turn my head. Aaronn is at the back of the room, watching the exchange just as I was doing. I frown as I observe his gaze resting on each of my siblings. What does he see when he looks at them? He is standing in the doorway to the Queen's private rooms... He is like a son to me. He is like a son to me. The Queen's words chase each other in a circle around my mind. Disappointment and rage slam into me just as his gaze meets mine. He winces and takes a step back but never breaks eye contact with me. I feel him circling around me, nudging at me energetically, trying to get inside my head but I don't want him there. I have been a fool; his loyalty will always be to the Queen first. I cannot trust him. This connection between us is nothing more than a trace the Queen put on me; it's an illusion and it will fade. My feelings for him are not real. They can't be real.
I tear my eyes away but I feel him watching me still. It makes me want to cry. I miss him, and I hate that I feel this way. He has not been to see me in the four days we have been back in Soraya, not once, but now his energy is tugging on my heart. I angle my body away from him, keeping my gaze turned towards the Queen. It hurts too much to see him. Feeling him this close to me and not opening myself up to him actually hurts physically, it wrenches at my heart. Memories of the crater filter into my mind, and I know he's sending them to me, but they make me ache even more. It wasn't a trace for me, I realize. My feelings for Aaronn are real and — 
"I'm sorry to have to tell you this but your mother is dead," Luneda says.
I feel Aaronn's shock before I fully comprehend the Queen's words. "What?" My voice is shrill in the suddenly quiet chamber. The Queen turns to me.
"I'm sorry, Lilly. We tried." She shakes her head. "After you left here to find Aaronn, I sent out a team of elite warriors. They found her body at the edge of the Dark Wood."
"I want to see it." I don't know what makes me say that but I feel so angry I don't know who I am right now. I take a step closer to the Queen and repeat myself. "I want to see the body."
The Queen recoils, and I'm nearly sure her horror is genuine.
"No. I cannot allow that. I will not let you see her like that." She shudders and shakes her head. "No, you've all been through too much already."
I stare at her, refusing to look away and she is the one forced to break eye contact with me. I've angered her but, for the first time since coming to Soraya, I don't care. Avoiding my gaze, she turns her eyes to my siblings.
"I know you were hoping to return to Ireland. You must see now that it's impossible. For your own safety, you must remain here in Soraya and…" She exhales a shuddering breath and straightens her back. "We must declare war on the Ruark. They cannot get away with killing my sister. They must pay for what they've done." Her voice hitches at the end and her eyes brighten with unshed tears but I'm too angry to care. I'm seething at this display; I don't want to believe it. I turn my head; I want to see Aaronn's face now — but he's gone.
"I know this has been a difficult year for all of you. I'm sorry we could not save your mother." The Queen stops and seems to consider her words carefully. "I want you to know that Sara went willingly to Rohn. She understood the importance of this alliance and she did it for you. This was her way of keeping you all safe."
I'm frozen to the stone floor, unable to move. Inside me, I feel an energy moving that is so angry it will tear this palace apart if the Queen says even one more word, tells one more lie. Sara is the last person in the world to act the part of the sacrificial lamb; she would never have volunteered for this marriage. I flex my fingers as I feel that burning energy sizzling at my fingertips. The Queen has dismissed us and is turning away, but it takes Clodagh and Cian on either side of me to get me to leave the room.
AARONN
I wait in the Queen's private chambers, resisting the urge to pace. I consider taking one of the seats to make my appearance in her rooms seem more casual but dismiss the thought instantly; restless energy is charging through me and sitting will be impossible. I'm unfamiliar with this sensation of restlessness and frustration, and then I realize these feelings must be Lilly's, not mine. In times of stress, she drops her shields, and I can feel her. It sets off an ache inside me. For the last four days she has not let me near her and now when she does, I cannot go to her.
Lilly feels desperate right now, angry, shocked; I clench my fists to suppress the energy I feel in my hands — Lilly again. This gives me pause; Lilly is an artist in the human realm. Why did I not consider the connection before? This charging energy in her fingers; she must use this energy in her manifestation work. She has been using her mind and will to create, but that is the wrong approach. If she wants to tap into her magic, she needs to use her natural talents. I let myself feel her again and notice how she rebuffs me now but I send her soothing energy anyway. I hope she can feel it, even if she doesn't let me in. I need to see her but I must speak with the Queen first. I don't understand what I just witnessed.
The Queen enters but stops when she sees me, a startled look in her eyes that she quickly conceals.
"Were you waiting for me?"
"Why did you tell them their mother is dead?" I watch her closely and she masks her surprise well, but I've known her too long to miss it.
"Aisleen is dead. My sister," she adds pointedly, "is dead." She shakes her head and I do see genuine sorrow on her face. "Everyone forgets that she was my sister first, before she was a powerful magician, before she was a mother and wife. I loved her too. How could I not?" Her smile is bittersweet before she huffs out a laugh. "Aisleen was easy to love. You know how the council feels about her. And the warriors worship her. Everyone loves her, yet they all think I don't mourn her death. But she was my sister first — my twin sister." I feel her grief wash over me and I know she's doing it deliberately, but that doesn't mean it's not real.
"Why not let them see the body?" At the look of distaste on her face, I add, "At least let Lilly see the body, if not the others. She needs this."
The Queen strides past me then but I notice her scowl before she angles her face away from me. "Lilly getting closure is not my number one priority right now, Aaronn. That woman is far too demanding; she needs to learn her place. They all do." I do not respond to this outburst, and eventually, she turns to me and whatever she sees on my face causes her to relent with a sigh. I think she's about to agree to Lilly seeing her mother's body, but instead, she says, "There is no body." She holds up a hand to stall my questions. "Aisleen is dead, Aaronn. I have a source inside the Ruark Court. He sent word last night." Her throat moves as she swallows and then repeats her earlier words. "Aisleen is dead. I told Lilly and her siblings we have the body to give them closure, to make it more real for them. They need to grieve their mother and move on."
I stare at her in silence, struck dumb with this news. How long has she had a source within the Ruark court? The longer I stare at her, the colder she seems. She no longer resembles the grieving sister of a few minutes earlier; now, she is my Queen. Powerful and austere.
"I forbid you to tell them the truth. If they believe their mother is alive, they will never stop trying to return to Ireland. Soraya is their home now and they need to accept it. With Aisleen's death, the council will formally recognize Lilly as my heir. It is time for her to put all these childish ideas about Ireland behind her."
I watch her take a step towards the window. She stands there looking out, keeping her back to me. I'm too shocked to know what to say to her at this point. I don't know how to be diplomatic when there is so much rage inside me. Mine or Lilly's? I can't even say.
"Let them grieve, Aaronn. Please, just let them grieve and move on. I will not let Aisleen's death go unpunished. No one will. When the warriors hear of Aisleen's murder, they will rally behind me and insist we go to war with the Ruark. The council will not be able to stop us." Her shoulders lift in a slight shrug. "They might not even try; I can't imagine there is a single Sorayan who will not want revenge for Aisleen's death. Everyone loved her." She rests her hand on the window, almost absently, her face turned towards the mountains. "Aisleen's death will be the catalyst I need to declare war. The warriors' desire for revenge will make them unstoppable, and at last, we'll have the force we need to drive those Ruark back into their caves where they belong. After all these years, we'll be able to reclaim the Dark Wood." She turns and faces me with a new determination. "It's for the best, Aaronn. Aisleen will want this. It was always her deepest wish that we protect the Portals; that we keep the human realm safe from a Fae invasion."
I keep my face carefully blank. I remember long hours of conversation with Aisleen on this subject, but I don't recall her saying that the human realm needed protection from the Fae. If we do not keep the Portals open humans will lose touch with their natural world, they will destroy the earth, and that will destroy us. Aisleen's words come back to me now. Humans need us for their survival, but we need them too for ours. Our worlds are co-dependent. We cannot survive without the natural world, and they will destroy it unless we can show them its value. The Queen is watching me, and at last, I nod in agreement.
"I will not tell them about Aisleen's body," I concede. "But are you sure you can trust your source in the Ruark court?" Her stance softens at my words and she even offers me a tiny smile.
"I trust him. He has been useful to me over the years," she says.
I nod and choose not to comment on the calculation I see in her gaze. I feel her grief but more than that, I feel a sense of triumph radiating from her, a sense of purpose. She longs to avenge her sister's death, I don't doubt that, but — 
"This will make everything easier for you too, Aaronn. Lilly will be named my heir, and we will finally reveal the truth about your secret bonding ceremony. A true-love story that the council will believe, I'm sure." She smiles good-naturedly. "The way Lilly rushed off to rescue you when you were lost in the Dark Wood will support the story. No one will doubt the way she feels about you." A curious look crosses her face. "But you will have to work on showing a little more feeling for her," she says. "Can you not find any affection for Lilly?" A worried frown creases her brow as she studies me. "I know it's a sacrifice to bond with a human Fae, but she is at least beautiful. It will surely be no hardship to bed her. With luck, your children will carry only a trace of human blood — so little that with sufficient training, we can eradicate it completely." I nod sharply and she chuckles. "Oh, Aaronn. You will have to show more enthusiasm than that."
"I will be sufficiently enthusiastic when the time comes," I reply dryly and she laughs again. She has a lovely laugh, but today it grates on me. I bow my head. "If you will excuse me, my Queen. The warriors are expecting me."
"Yes, of course, you must go. We have much to prepare."




Chapter 14
LILLY
As Cian leads me away from the throne room, I pull my shields up. Aoife and Clodagh are walking in front of us, their heads bowed and their steps hurried. No one stops us. The scent of rose oil wafts over us, cloying and over-powering. I wish I was anywhere but here, in this beautiful palace that I have come to hate. I do not ask where we are going; I feel lost. Numb. The rage drained out of me as soon as I left the Queen's presence. How can I blame her when all of this is my fault? My mother was a powerful magician; I should be the same. The Queen was sure I would be, but now…
I feel Cian's hand on my arm tighten and glance at him in confusion. He looks as shell-shocked as I feel. Our mother is dead. After all these months of waiting for news – it ends like this. I need to comfort him…and the twins. But I can't pull myself out of this numb state I've slipped into. This is my fault, is all I can think. It is the only thought that pierces my emptiness. My mother is dead. I want to scream a denial. It can't be true. It can't be…but it is.
"I'm sorry," I murmur, turning my head in Cian's direction. He stares back at me with blank eyes, his face is slack and he blinks in confusion before turning away from me, not even acknowledging my words. I repeat them. "I'm sorry, this is all my fault."
He won't even look at me. I've failed them all. The numb feeling is lifting and now I'm scared of the pain surging through me. It makes me want to howl, to scream; I can't breathe. Oh, mom, I'm so sorry. I'm sorry I couldn't do more. Stumbling blindly through a doorway, it's only when I look around that I notice we're on a balcony on the far side of the palace. I watch as Clodagh peers down the passage to check if we've been followed then she closes the door quietly and turns to face us.
"I'm sorry. This is all my fault and I'm so sorry. I wish things were different. I wish I could turn back the clock." I sigh and squeeze my eyes closed to stop my tears. "I'm sorry," I mumble again and then again. I can't stop saying it and I can't bring myself to look at them. I don't want to see the grief in their eyes. A hand slaps me hard across the cheek, shocking me into silence and blinking I open my eyes to see Clodagh standing in front of me.
"Stop it," she orders me. I reach a hand up to my stinging cheek and stare at her. "Enough," she hisses.
"You don't understand," I say at last. I have to explain. "This is my fault. The Queen told me this is my fault. She sent Sara away because I don't have enough magic to rule on my own. And —"
"And you killed mom as well, I suppose?" Clodagh asks sarcastically but continues before I can defend myself. "Lilly, your magic is so strong you locked us out of the Lunar Temple," she snaps before turning her back on me and pacing across the balcony as though she can't stand to even look at me. I must look as confused as I feel because Cian places a hand on Clodagh's shoulder to stop her pacing. Then, stepping closer to me, he explains quietly.
"Lilly, we have been trying to visit you in secret this last week. Your magic shields wouldn't let us get close." He hangs his head for a minute but when he looks up again, he's clearly as frustrated with me as Clodagh is. "You see colors around people and read their emotions. You communicate telepathically with a unicorn. You have manifestation magic." He throws up his hands and turns away from me in disgust. "No magic," he mutters sarcastically, rolling his eyes at the other two.
"How do you know all of this?" I ask, my eyes flitting over the three of them.
"Aaronn told us, Lilly. He told us everything," Aoife says quietly, the only one of them who doesn't look angry with me. What she said sinks in then. He told them everything? Clodagh's sudden laughter makes me blush, and then wince, as I notice the wide grin that crosses her face.
"Clearly, he didn't tell us everything," she says to the other two and Cian smirks at the look on my face, but Aoife ignores their teasing and takes my hand.
"Lilly, did you look at the colors around the Queen today?"
I shake my head. "I was too angry," I explain quietly.
"And the other day when she told you that you have no magic? Did you look then?" I shake my head again and even Aoife looks frustrated with me now. "Lilly, she's lying, or someone is lying to her. I don't know because I don't have your magic. You need to use your magic."
"Wait." I shake my head to clear it and take a step back, needing a bit of space. "What is she lying about?" I notice the other two are also staring at Aoife.
"Mom is alive." A stunned silence follows this statement. Aoife glances at us nervously, nibbling on her lip and avoiding our eyes. "I —" She stops uncertainly and then tries again. "I'm friends with a Ruark man. He visits me. I —"
"Here? How does he get past the protection shield?" I demand and think immediately that I need to let Aaronn know. If this Ruark man can cross our shields, that means others can as well.
Aoife shrugs in response. "I don't know how he does it. He used to visit me in Cork as well."
"What?" My question is a shriek of disbelief that she quickly tries to soothe.
"He would never hurt me, Lilly. He came to tell me that mom is alive and still in the Dark Wood. He said we mustn't believe what the Queen tells us." When she's met with only silence, she adds defensively, "He doesn't want his people at war with Soraya. If we rescue mom and prove to the council that she's alive, then the Queen won't have support for a war."
"Who is he?" I ask suspiciously; my fear of the Dark Wood and the Ruark is still too great to push aside simply because my sister trusts this man.
Aoife shrugs and avoids my eyes. "His name is Erin. That's all I know."
"How do you know we can trust him?" Cian asks her, beginning to pace but never taking his eyes off Aoife's face.
"I just do. Why would he risk coming to the city just to lie to me?" she asks us all, her eyes imploring us to believe her.
"To send us running off to the Dark Wood." Clodagh throws her hands in the air impatiently. "It could all be a Ruark trap," she says, pointing out the obvious to her twin.
"Erin wouldn't do that." Aoife is so quietly sure that I huff out a sigh and stare at her for a long moment. We all do. Our mother is alive? While I'm the last one who wants to give them false hope…it feels true; it feels right. Tearing my gaze away from Aoife, I pace over to the edge of the balcony and stare at the mountains.
"Say, it's true." I pause and suck in a breath before turning back to them. "What now? What are we supposed to do with this information? Aaronn is the most powerful magician in Soraya, but even he failed when he tried to find mom. How are we going to rescue her?" I can't help the involuntary shiver that passes over me as I think of the Dark Wood. I tear my gaze away from them and stare out at the mountains again. I need to make them understand how hard this will be. "You haven't been into the Dark Wood. I have, I —"
"All of us have magic," Cian interrupts me impatiently.
"We could ask Aaronn to come with us," Aoife suggests, but I shake my head quickly.
"That would be a mistake. His loyalty is to the Queen." It hurts me to say it. "He will tell her, and she'll have us locked up."
"I disagree," Clodagh says slowly, thoughtfully, her head cocked to one side as she studies me. "I've seen the way he looks at you. He couldn't take his eyes off you in the throne room."
"You saw him there?"
Clodagh smirks. "You're not the only one with eyes in your head, Lilly."
"That's not —"
"I agree with Clodagh and Aoife," Cian interrupts me again and I turn my glare on him.
"Lilly, Aaronn cares about you," Aoife says and then adds quietly, "I think we can trust him." I feel her pulsing magic my way trying to soothe me but I only huff in frustration and turn my back on them. I wish I could trust Aaronn the way the others seem to. I feel angry and restless and scared and I don't know what to do about any of it. Drumming my fingers against the balcony wall, I consider everything we now know.
"Just to be clear," I say, still staring at the mountains. "Our plan is to sneak out of the city and rescue mom in the Dark Wood." I shiver even saying the words. "And then what? Do we return to Cork? Leave Sara in Rohn forever?"
"How about we just stick to one rescue at a time?" Clodagh's voice is still snarky, grating on my nerves.
"I'm not leaving Sara here," I snap back at her, but Aoife lays a hand on my arm.
"Mom will know what to do," she says. I want to brush her hand away but I swallow back my irritation. I'm not angry with her — or the other two. It's myself I don't trust. I take her hand off my arm but give it a gentle squeeze before releasing it. I wish I had more confidence in my own judgment, but when it comes to Aaronn, my feelings are too confused, my head so muddled.
"Are you sure about Aaronn?" I ask them, and when they all nod, I release a breath and hope they're right.
AARONN
I'm halfway across the training grounds when I feel her. I'm so shocked by the sensation that my feet grind to a halt and my hand clutches at my chest in surprise. Lilly? But I know it's her. For the first time since leaving the crater, she's reaching out to me. My heart beats faster, as it does every time we communicate like this. I long to drop into the feeling but I'm standing in the middle of the training grounds — a square full of young warriors practicing their swordplay. I narrowly miss a young recruit backing into me with his sword swinging and force myself to keep moving despite the tugging on my heart.
Wait, I urge her, please wait and I hope she understands. I slip into the officers' unit and glance around quickly, relieved to find it quiet. Checking over my shoulder, ensuring that no one has noticed my arrival, I slip down a passage to a store room I know will be empty at this time of the day. Closing the door I lean against it, letting my eyes drop to the stone floor. I open myself up to Lilly and feel her there instantly but I also sense her hesitancy with me. A reaching out that feels tentative, almost nervous, and I wish I could wrap my arms around her and hold her. It hurts to feel her doubting me this way.
Lilly. I try to infuse as much love as possible into my connection with her but a wave of frustration hits me, forcing me to pull back.
Stop.
I center myself and try again. Lilly is trying to tell me something and I need to put my own feelings aside. Reaching out cautiously this time, not bombarding her with my thoughts but feeling her, I try to get an impression of her. The Lunar Temple; she is alone. I soften my focus, let her reach out to me and then realize what she's trying to tell me. Shock reverberates through my whole body and I shake my head in disbelief. I’m torn between running to the Queen with this news and protecting Lilly. Could she be right? Softening my heart I reach out to her again, but she's already pulling back, and I get only a light impression of her in her room before she breaks the connection. Lilly's mother is alive? I'm still shaking my head in disbelief, yet it sounds right. The kidnapping was shocking enough, but…murder? My mind trails off as I lose the connection with her.
I blink and focus on the room around me. Automatically, I scan the shelves, taking a quick inventory of the weapons. Frowning, I stop and move my gaze back to the first shelf and scan the shelves one more time, suddenly alert, my senses prickling. There are more weapons than I remember ordering. The shelves are laden down with extra stock — it is the middle of the day, and the warriors are all at training. Their weapons should be with them which means… I process this information slowly. It means the Queen is preparing for war. If avenging Aisleen's death is the reason for war and the Queen only heard the news of her sister's death last night… how do we have an excess of weapons at our disposal so quickly?
I stare at the shelves weighted down as they are with every imaginable weapon from the Fae and human realms. My throat almost closes completely when I spot the most dreaded weapon known to any Fae. The iron crossbow. It was outlawed over ten years ago, and yet here they are. A whole shelf of them, enough for an elite task force.
My horror at seeing this weapon nearly overshadows Lilly's news. I can't believe the Queen plans to send a task force into battle armed with iron crossbows. Why wasn't I consulted on this? As Commander, I oversee every aspect of the Queen's army. She must have known that I would never authorize the use of this weapon. Neither will the council, I reflect grimly as I step out of the storage room and stride back into the central hall. Glancing around, I feel only impatience when I realise the hall is empty. While I had been counting on the hall being quiet at this time of day I was still hoping to find Owain here.
A passage to the left of the hall leads to private rooms and I'm about to make my way down it when a movement on the far side of the hall catches my eye. There in the corner of the room, kneeling on the hard stone floor is Owain. As I approach, I notice that he's hunched over a map that's half unfolded in front of him. He's chosen the darkest corner of the room for this activity, which in itself is odd, but the tense way he's angled himself over the page makes me instantly suspicious. I approach quietly and look over his shoulder.
"Where did you find this map?" 
Owain doesn't startle at the sound of my voice and I realize he's been aware of me the whole time.
"Find what you were looking for in the store room?" he asks without turning around; I huff out a laugh and shake my head. Owain may not have magic, but he has an awareness of his surroundings that has always unnerved me.  He never misses a thing.
"I needed a quiet space to connect with Lilly," I explain. 
Owain doesn't comment on that, but he frowns as he sits back on his haunches still studying the map lying on the ground in front of him. I look over his shoulder again, already distracted by what I'm seeing. When I first arrived at the palace, Owain was my mentor but as my role in the army has changed over the years, so has our relationship — I outrank him now but he is still the one person I trust above all others. 
"Owain, while I was lost in the Dark Wood, did the Queen send a task force to rescue Aisleen?" Owain looks over his shoulder at that, a confused frown on his face.
"Who told you that nonsense? Aisleen was already dead. What would be the point?" His voice rings with a hollow note I don't remember ever hearing from him before.
"The Queen told Lilly she sent a troop of elite warriors to rescue her mother, but they were too late." Owain stands until his eyes are level with mine. He frowns at me, a muscle twitching in his right cheek but he doesn't say anything. I release a frustrated breath and go on. "Aisleen's death is meant to be a secret — how do you have this news already? Her children were only told today." 
"The whole army knows," Owain admits. "No one is supposed to know, though. The Queen has expressed concern for the safety of the Fae living on the borders of the Dark Wood. She has issued instructions that no one is to attack the Ruark who live there." Owain is watching me, a question in his eyes that he seems reluctant to voice.
I'm the first to look away, and turning, I rub a hand over my head and grasp the back of my neck in frustration. I don't know whether to tell him my latest news. What if Lilly is wrong and I get his hopes up for nothing? But what if she's right, another voice argues. I turn to face Owain again. "It's possible Aisleen is alive and still a prisoner in the Dark Wood," I say it so quietly that even someone standing behind me would struggle to hear the words. Owain's gaze moves past my head and scans our surroundings before returning to my face. We are still alone. As the silence between us lengthens, I find the courage to voice the one thought I have not wanted to say out loud. "What do the Ruark have that the Queen has always wanted?"
"The Dark Wood Portal," he answers my question dutifully, although truthfully, neither one of us needed it said out loud. The Queen's obsession with gaining control of the Portals is known throughout the realm. If she uses this war to take the Portal in the Dark Wood, then…will she turn her attention to the Portal in Rohn? Does she hope to use Sara as an inside source in King Lachlan's court?
"The council has never backed a war in the past," I say now and fall silent, watching as Owain's eyes harden into angry slits.
"She is willing to leave her sister with the Ruark in order to gain control of the Portal? To get support for a war?" His eyes snap shut trying to conceal the pain he feels. "Are you sure about this?" he asks fiercely, glaring at me. I shake my head, needing to be honest with him.
"Lilly sent me the message on my way here. I have not had a chance to speak with her in person. The Queen is watching us, and I don't want to give her any reason to doubt me, not now." I add quietly, "Lilly is sure her mother is still alive."
Owain turns away from me; he stares at the map at his feet but I feel his anger. Placing a hand on his shoulder, I squeeze lightly. I know how hard this is for him. Since my bonding ceremony with Lilly, I have some idea of what he's feeling. If it was Lilly in that tower… I instantly block out the thought. I can't let my mind go there. The idea of Lilly in danger is too painful. I nearly choke on the fear that grips me. Squeezing Owain's shoulder again, harder this time, I look down at the map.
"Is there a tower on that map?"
Owain does not answer me for the longest time, and then finally, "Will you go to the Queen with this information?"
"I cannot risk it. I…" My voice trails off, and I hear Owain sigh then; he knows how hard this is for me. He knows how loyal I have always been to the Queen. "I hate to say this," my voice is so quiet that Owain must turn his head to hear me. "Aisleen's death has come at the perfect time. It is too convenient."
He doesn't say anything for the longest minute of my life and then finally he turns back to the map at his feet and crouching beside it he jabs a finger at a mark on the page. I look down, and when he lifts his finger, I see a tiny sketch of a tower. Frowning, I crouch down beside him and study the map and the little details sketched onto its surface.
"Where did this map come from?" I ask; I have never seen it before. When the silence stretches on, I turn to look at him. He shrugs and then huffs out a nervous breath.
"I don't know," he admits. I stand fully and wait for him to explain. "It was beside my bed when I woke this morning," he says as he stands up and then nods at the startled expression on my face. "Yes, exactly. I have not reported the find to the Queen." He steeples his fingers together and rests his forehead against them, avoiding my gaze. 
"Hide it," I say quickly, glancing towards the map once more. "Immediately, Owain." He startles at the urgency in my tone but follows my command. I wait as he folds the map carefully and tucks it away in the inner pocket of his jacket. Waiting until he's finished I then ask, "Will you help us?" His mouth twists into a frown at my question and I sigh and add, "I had to ask." He shakes his head, his eyes hard.
"Then you don't know me at all." His sharp retort pulls me up short. I study my friend in silence and although I want to assure him that we will find Aisleen I bite back those words. I don't know for sure that she is alive and even if she is… will we be able to reach her in time?
"Midnight. Under the bridge," I say, keeping my instructions as concise as possible. "Bring that." I nod towards the map in his jacket.
"What will you do now?" he asks as I turn away. I hesitate, wondering if he can help with the next part of the plan.
"I need to get word to Aisleen's children. Both Clodagh and Cian are housed with the warriors. Can you find a reason to meet with them before tonight?" Owain nods, and I notice an eagerness to his gaze that has been missing recently. It makes me pause again and I regret my impatience over the past few days more than ever.
"I'm sorry I never understood what Aisleen means to you," I say. He nods gruffly in response and sensing his reluctance to talk about it, I leave him be. Stepping out into the bright sunshine I blink as my eyes adjust to the light. Now, I need to find a way of getting a message to Aoife without raising any questions. Lilly will be easier. As long as she's not still trying to avoid me, I should be able to reach her.




Chapter 15
LILLY
No sooner had we decided to rescue our mom than the Palace Guards found us and insisted on escorting us to our rooms — separating us once more. That doesn't bother me as much as it used to, not now that I know we're going to escape. I hope. I feel so restless with this waiting but the worst part is that I don't know what to do.
I sensed Aaronn's disbelief earlier and…something more. The others want his help. I know we can't do this without him, but I still don't know if I trust him and I'm terrified he might have betrayed us already. He might have gone straight to the Queen with the information — if he believed it. I'm so scared I haven't tried reaching him again and I have no idea where the others are or what they're doing.
I've been waiting for news all day, hoping that Cian or Aoife will show up and tell me we have a plan. All through dinner, I kept up my ceaseless chatter; Emyrs is far too perceptive and I could not risk her using her magic to read me. I chatted non-stop in a distracting manner, jumping from subject to subject, not giving her a chance to guess at my thoughts. And now I am back in my room with no one to read my thoughts, yet I still can't get them to slow down. The pacing is not helping my anxiety, and I'm sure there will be a worn patch in the woven rug by the time the sun comes up tomorrow.
"Come on, Aoife," I mutter quietly, willing my sister to suddenly appear in front of me. I want to leave tonight, but obviously, I can't leave without them and we never got a chance to finish making our plans. Growling in frustration I force myself to stop my pacing. I stare out at the dark sky, steady my breathing, and drop into my heart. There must be some way to reach them — oh.
Aaronn. An impatient Aaronn. If it were any other night, I might have laughed at him, but he's tugging on my energy field, and I get the sense he's been trying to get my attention for a while. I remember then what Cian said earlier about being unable to get through to me and wince as I realize I've locked Aaronn out — again. I didn't mean to. I soften my heart, drop my shields and let him in. An image of the bridge flashes into my mind. What about the bridge? My confusion bounces back at me, along with a sense of urgency from Aaronn and another flash of the bridge.
He wants me to meet him at the bridge? Now?
I look around my room in the Lunar Temple and a feeling of trepidation fills me. Not only because I will have to escape through the window and face that walk along the ledge but also…what if this is a trap? What if Aaronn has told the Queen, and she wants to trap me while I'm sneaking out of the city? What if — stop. I take a deep breath and release it slowly. There's no question of not going. I asked him to meet me and he's here, so the least I can do is show up. I strap my dagger to my belt and approach the window. Here we go again.
I exhale a loud breath and force myself to put one leg over the window frame. Reaching out slowly with my foot, I hold my breath until I feel smooth rock beneath my boot, and only then do I breathe out. My knuckles are nearly white with my death grip on the window; I turn around and pull my other leg out. When I'm standing on the ledge, I suck air into my lungs and turn around… so slowly I feel Aaronn's impatience nudging me to hurry up.
My eyes are trained straight ahead, but my stomach still twists in on itself and I scrunch my eyes closed for a moment, trying to breathe. Then I realise it's not Aaronn's impatience I'm feeling but my own. Aaronn is sending me soothing energy filled with understanding and something else... I sense his worry for my safety, his anxiety as I start to inch along the ledge. I never want you to be in danger. I blink back my tears as I remember his words in the crater and the intense look in his eyes as he said them.
No, no, no, he can't be nice to me now. I'm still mad at him. The rough cliff snags on my shirt, pulling me, and I have to stop and take a step back to unhook the fabric. My heart is thudding so loudly in my chest it blocks out all other sensations, including the soothing energy Aaronn is trying to pulse my way. I remain still, my feet locked in place. The darkness yawns in front of me, disappearing into a big empty nothing. I'm so scared I get the perverse thought that I should just throw myself over into that darkness; surely, that would be easier than trying to make it to the end of this ledge. The shock of that thought is enough to propel my feet into motion and shaking my head to clear my panic, I start edging sideways again. I can't believe Sara rock climbs for fun. This is excruciating. 
Like the last time, I see the golden light out of the corner of my eye and then the shadowed bulk of Aaronn waiting for me in the shadows as I near it. He is alone, my heart thuds loudly in my chest, not realizing until that moment quite how scared I was that he would betray me. I step cautiously across the small gap between the ledge and the main path; my fingers brush against the hard cliff surface, and then my feet are on the broad path between bridge and tunnel.
Scanning the dark, I'm searching for Aaronn when a large arm wraps around my waist and I let out a startled squeak as I'm pulled deep into the shadows. I land with a thump against his chest as his other arm encircles my shoulders and he squeezes me to him tightly. For a full minute Aaronn won't let go. He doesn't speak, not one word, and I stand stiffly, not knowing what to do. My hands are trapped against his chest and I can't move. There are too many feelings rushing at me, and I don't know if they're mine or Aaronn's, but they hurt.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to stop my tears; I don't want to feel this hurt now. I don't want to remember our time in the crater and the pain of his rejection. But Aaronn feels everything I do and his arms tighten around me, holding me even more firmly against him. His hand cups the back of my head and he gently pushes my face against his chest when I try to pull away. Huffing out a frustrated breath, I swallow back my tears.
"Aaronn."
"Ssh," he murmurs against my hair, his lips brushing my temple in a light kiss. He doesn't move or loosen his hold and eventually, all I can do is soften into his arms, sighing as I listen to his heart beating beneath my ear. My own heart softens, and I drop into it, feeling both of us together, remembering the comfort of this sensation. His hand drifts down my back in a caress, and I sigh again, wrapping my arms around his waist. Everything else drifts away and all that matters is this connection. I tip my head up and his lips brush mine.
"Lilly," he murmurs as his hand slips down to my hip, squeezing it. His hold is tender, but the sound of my name on his tongue jolts me out of this memory haze. I pull back sharply and glare at him. He doesn't release me. If anything, his hand on my hip moves from a light caress to a firm, possessive hold. Aaronn does nothing for the longest time but wait for me to speak.
"You're still angry with me," he says at last.
I roll my eyes; it's not like he needed magic to figure that one out. Of course, I'm angry. Angry doesn't even begin to describe the way I'm feeling right now. Betrayed. Humiliated. So furious, I want to shove him away from me, but…I don't.
"I'm angry," I agree. "But not just with you. I'm angry with myself as well — for trusting you. I should never have trusted you in Cork. You're an Influencer and I keep letting you use your magic on me. I keep letting you influence me; every time it happens, it makes me so mad."
I feel his hurt at my words but I won't take them back. The hand cradling my head falls to his side but his other hand wraps firmly around my waist, even tighter than before. I want to push him away but I can't bring myself to do it. All I do is turn my head away to hide my tears from him but he cups my jaw gently and turns my face back to his. His thumb brushes against my cheek, finding my tears and I squeeze my eyes.
"I'm sorry, I never meant to hurt you." His voice is low and rough as he cups my cheek. "Lilly, look at me. Open your eyes, please."
I force them open and try to stare him down. "I can't trust you," I say as firmly as I can but my voice trembles. He rubs his thumb across my lower lip and a breath shudders out of my chest; I want to lean into him. My memories of our time in the crater won't leave me alone; they haunt me. "Aaronn, I can't trust you," I repeat, but I'm leaning into him even as I say it, reaching up onto my toes to touch my mouth to his. His hand on my lower back scalds me with its heat. "Aaronn," I sigh against his lips, and with a groan, he pulls me tight and kisses me. I press closer, slipping my arms up around his neck, clinging to him. My kiss is hungry and desperate. Frustrated tears cloud my vision. I want him so much and hate myself for feeling like this but his kiss is gentle and soothes all those ragged, sore places inside me.
A sharp whistle startles us and Aaronn yanks his head back, angling his body in front of mine to shield me from the path. A soft laugh has me craning my neck around him and when I see Clodagh standing in the shadows smirking at us, I shake my head to clear my vision, convinced I must be hallucinating. Before I can say a word, Aoife materializes next to her and elbows her twin in the ribs.
"What?" Clodagh asks indignantly, the smirk dropping from her face as she stares at Aoife.
"Leave them alone," Aoife says and then raises a finger to her lips to remind us all to be quiet. She tosses a look over her shoulder, peering down the tunnel, and then puts a finger to her lips again. "Someone is coming," she says.
I blink in confusion, my eyes flicking back and forth between the twins. "What are you doing here?" I whisper, but Aoife shakes her head and points at the steps. Just like that she disappears and then I hear what she was trying to warn us about. Footsteps coming closer, approaching from the tunnel side of the city. We look at each other and turn for the steps without a word. We're moving as quietly as we can; I'm even holding my breath as we descend.
I hear the footsteps above us and then the low murmur of voices. We wait, pressed against the rock, hiding in the shadows while they pass above us and move across the bridge. Aaronn nudges me gently on the shoulder and I continue down the steps as quietly as I can. As my feet touch the soft grass, Aaronn's hand on my elbow is tugging me left towards the underside of the bridge and the dark shadows beneath it. Clodagh is behind us, and Aoife pops up in front of us, making me shiver. I still can't get used to her doing that. We all stand still in the dark, listening for the guards. They will cross the bridge to the other side, check the strength of the shields and return to the tunnel. We wait, no one speaks, but even our breathing sounds loud in that nervous silence.
The twins are quiet but Clodagh is still smirking at me. I would roll my eyes at her but Aaronn's presence at my back is hard to deny. His hand slips from my elbow to my lower back, every touch a caress, and I can't control the shiver that passes through me. Clodagh presses her lips together to stifle her laugh and I glare at her. I am never going to hear the end of this. At last, we hear the guards return from inspecting the bridge; their voices drift down to us as only a murmur of sounds, nothing distinct, and then there is silence.
"What are you doing here?" I repeat my earlier question to the twins.
"Aaronn told us to meet him here," Clodagh answers, that smirk still playing on her lips as her eyes move back and forth between us. Aaronn doesn't take any notice of my sister, though. He tugs on my hand, turning me around to face him.
"We're going to rescue your mom," he tells me as he loops his arms around my waist — as though he's suggesting we pop out and grab a cup of coffee. I'm sure I must look like a stuttering, blinking fool because all I can do is stare up at him. I feel him probing me, trying to get inside my mind. "We need your help, Lilly. We can't do this without you."
I scoff at him and pull back completely, putting at least a foot between us. I can't think when he's touching me. "Sure," I say sarcastically. "I can supply the bread. You won't go hungry with me around."
He ignores my comment and tugs on my hand, pulling me close again, lacing his fingers through mine. "I figured out what you're doing wrong." He sounds so confident. "You're an artist, Lilly. You need to use that when you manifest." I have no idea what he's talking about, but he lifts my hand between us. "Your fingers have magic in them. I felt it, Lilly." I stare at him blankly and he sighs. "Lilly, this morning when the Queen told you about your mother, do you remember how your hands felt?" I shake my head. I honestly have no idea what he's talking about. "Your hands were charged with energy, alive and buzzing. I felt it in my hands," he says, willing me to understand.
I stare at him for the longest time and slowly it comes back to me. My fingers start tingling again — softer this time. Nothing like this morning but tingling nonetheless.
Aaronn's gaze narrows as he watches me and then his eyes drop to our joined hands as though he can feel it too. He nods and releases my hand, taking a step back, giving me some space. I sense the twins watching me with the same intensity as Aaronn, but I keep my gaze locked on his.
"What do I do?" I whisper.
"Imagine your fingers are your paint brushes. Let the colors come out of your fingers and paint something in the air. Anything." His mouth twitches in amusement then, and I know he's read my mind when he adds with a smirk. "Not bread. Paint a flower."
I tear my gaze away from him and concentrate on the air in front of me. Raising my left index finger, I do as he suggests and imagine color pouring from my finger as I begin to draw a rose in the air. Nothing happens. I glance back at Aaronn anxiously.
"Close your eyes." He nods as I hesitate so I let my eyes fall closed. "Don't think, Lilly. Remember all the other times you've used your magic. How did you do it?"
With those words, it's like a door opens up inside me, and it's as simple as walking through it. I drop into my heart and begin to draw a rose in the air. When I blink my eyes open, a soft pink and translucent rose floats in front of me. I pinch my lips closed in disbelief, too scared to take my eyes off the rose for even a minute.
"Now place your two hands near it and breathe life into it through your hands," Aaronn says quietly. "The same way you healed me, Lilly. You used your hands to channel energy from the White Willow into my wounds. This is your magic, Lilly; you can pull energy from the world around you and channel it into others." He smiles softly at me. "Or, you can use that energy to manifest something completely new. You are powerful." I can feel him pumping his magic at me with every word.
I nod, bend my arms at the elbows, and hold my palms out towards the rose. I drop back into my heart and feel my magic flowing from my heart, through my hands. I almost don't want to look, yet I can't tear my eyes away. A bubble of light forms around the rose and, as I watch, the petals take on a deeper shade of pink, the stem a vivid green. Squeezing my lips together, I try not to cry as Aaronn reaches forward, plucks the rose out of the magic bubble, and hands it to me. I hardly dare breathe as I take it from him. It's real. Bringing it to my face I breathe in its fragrance; it even smells like a rose.
AARONN
Lilly has never looked more beautiful than she does at this moment. She's glowing with magic, lit up from the inside. I sense her tears and watch her trying to blink them away.
"Well done, sis." Cian's dry voice startles all of us, and we spin around to find him hiding in the shadows behind us. Cian has some serious stealth magic and I can't help but laugh. He smirks, clearly enjoying the entrance he made. "Don't mean to interrupt, but don't you think we should move before the guards come back? We don't want them to spot us crossing the meadow." His tone borders on the sarcastic and I watch Lilly roll her eyes at him. When her gaze returns to me, we share a grin. Without breaking eye contact I tell the twins to go with Cian. I hear Clodagh snigger and whisper something to Aoife but I ignore them and turn to Cian.
"Where is Owain?" I sense my friend even as I'm asking the question and watch as he detaches himself from the shadows. His look passes over Lilly and me and I know he has questions but he doesn't voice them. "Breanna is meeting us at my place. She's bringing the horses." He nods and, with a hand on Cian's shoulder, steers Lilly's brother away from us.
I see the speculative look Cian tosses over his shoulder. Her whole family will have questions for us after this but I don't care. I'm done trying to hide my feelings for Lilly. When I turn back to her, she's still standing in the same place, the rose clutched in her hand. She shakes her head in disbelief and then frowns at me.
"How did you know?" she asks.
I reach for her hand and lace my fingers through hers before bringing them to my lips. "I told you, I felt your magic in my fingers. I knew it wasn't me, so it had to be you." She frowns and I reach up and brush my thumb across those frown lines. "What is it?"
"This thing between us. You can feel my magic, read my thoughts and my feelings… I don't understand it." She is looking at me with so much uncertainty; I know I must tell her the truth. I open my mouth to do that but instead, find myself leaning down, pressing my mouth to hers in a hungry kiss. It doesn't help that she moans into my mouth and pushes closer. I need to tell Lilly everything but the desire to touch her is stronger. Tugging her into my arms, I let my hands roam up and down her back, touching her, wanting to feel her skin, needing her. I groan my frustration even as I let myself slip a hand beneath her shirt to brush against the soft skin of her stomach. She shivers and squirms in my arms, pressing her lips to my jaw. Light kisses that send electricity pulsing through my body.
This connection between us leaves my head spinning; even a simple kiss with Lilly is more erotic than any other sexual experience I've ever had. The Queen's words come back to me —  try to show more enthusiasm. It makes me realize the Queen has no idea what it means to be bonded to someone. If she did, she would never have asked me to bond with Lilly. I am sure of that now. The intensity of my longing for this woman is an electric current pulsing through my bloodstream. I have no control over it. My lips find hers again and I kiss her deeply as my hand strokes up towards her breast.
No. I groan against her mouth and pull back, slipping my hand out of her shirt, smoothing it down even as she moans a denial and tugs on my neck, pulling my mouth back to hers. I linger there, kissing her softly, bringing my hands up to cup her face and then I feel her breath against my jaw as she sighs.
"I know. We have to go," she says, pulling away. I don't let her and she frowns at me in confusion and then smiles shyly. "Aaronn?"
"I don't want to let you go," I admit. Her eyes widen but I pull back before giving in to the urge to confess everything to her. Now is not the time. Once we've rescued Aisleen, then I'll tell her the truth. "Come on." I lace my fingers through hers, not ready to let her go. "We only have to walk as far as my place and then we'll ride. We'll be at the border of the Dark Wood by morning."
I see her glance down at our hands, a question on her face but then she nods. I don't let go of her hand; I need to feel her near me. Seeing the confusion in her eyes I probe gently around her, she lets me; I feel frustration and that hurt — it's still there. She looks up, waiting for me to explain so I pull our joined hands up to my mouth and press a kiss to the back of her hand.
"Aaronn." Her voice holds a warning note and I know she won't wait forever for an explanation. She knows I haven't been completely honest with her; her magic is too strong now not to read that from me.
"There are things that I need to tell you." I don't get any further than that before my courage fails me. I don't want her mad with me again and I know that makes me a coward. "Can I make a suggestion?" She frowns; she knows I'm stalling. "Let's spend this time getting you ready for the Dark Wood. If Cathmor has your mom, we will need all of our combined magic to overcome him." She blinks back at me, and I sense her shaking off this connection between us, almost a waking up as she remembers why we're in this meadow. There is fear in her eyes before she masks it and I tug her closer, putting my arm around her shoulders as we walk. "I won't let anything happen to you," I tell her and feel the shiver that passes over her.
Stopping, I pull her into my arms, holding her for a minute. It won't take long to catch up with the others, but once we reach them, we won't have any time alone. Brushing the hair off her face I press a kiss to the top of her head.
"I don't know if I can go back in there, Aaronn." Her voice is smothered against my chest, but I still hear the quiet admission and tighten my hold.
I don't want her to go back there either; the thought terrifies me. It's been the one constant fear in the back of my mind all day; if Cathmor gets to Lilly — I shut my thoughts down, pushing back these fears. We need Lilly; we can't do this without her.
"We will spend tonight practicing your magic — building your confidence," I say instead, falling back on my role as Commander. I am a leader, and right now, that's what Lilly needs — not a protector. I study her bowed head. "We're not alone, Lilly. We have enough magic between us to defeat Cathmor." With a final squeeze, I pull back and look down at her to check if she's feeling any better. She nods even though she won't look me in the eye, so I take her hand again, and we continue walking. To distract her, I return to our earlier conversation. 
"I know you have questions. There are things I need to tell you." I raise my hand to stop her interruption. "Let's find your mother first. After that, we can talk."
I look across the meadow; the waist-high grass nearly swallows Aoife and Clodagh up, which drags a smile out of me. Their magic is so strong I forget how small they are. The faery magic is dominant in both of them and it shows in their delicate features and petite size. Clodagh knows she's a fire faery but has Aoife figured out yet that she's a forest faery? It's curious how each one of Aisleen's children has a unique magic and Fae identity.
Turning back to Lilly I frown as I notice the worry etched across her brow. She doesn't yet realize how powerful she is, how the magic hums through her. I squeeze her hand to get her attention.
"Let's wait until we're alone and then I will tell you everything." I wait for her response and she must feel my nerves because she asks quietly.
"I'm not going to like what you tell me, am I?"
Turning my head up towards the sky I release a shaky laugh. "Am I that obvious?"
She squeezes my hand again, and I sense her resolve weakening even as she sighs. "Okay," she says. "Keep your secrets for now."
LILLY
We come across the horses before we see Breanna. She's perched on a boulder beside the path, so still that for a moment, I mistake her for an outcropping of rock, and then the shadows move as she unfolds herself and jumps down onto the path before us. Aoife stifles a shriek and even Cian jumps back, reaching for his dagger. I swallow my laugh, relieved to see her again, and pushing past the others, I reach forward and haul her in for a hug. She stiffens at my unexpected warmth, her surprise evident, but then she laughs and hugs me back.
"Hey, Princess," she teases. "You didn't think I would let you have all the fun without me?" Even in the dark, I can see her wide grin, but I hold her shoulders in a firm grip and eye her sternly.
"What about the rules? You're not allowed to get involved."
Her nod is sharp, but her gaze slides past me and lands on Aaronn; her face softens again. Something passes between them and I sigh as I realize, there's no trying to talk her out of this. She won't let Aaronn go back into the Dark Wood alone — not this time. I drop my hands from her shoulders and Aaronn steps past me and pulls Breanna in for a hug.
"Thank you for coming; I'm glad you're here," he says quietly and then adds with a smirk. "So is Lilly."
I glare at him and roll my eyes. "I'm only trying to look out for Breanna. I don't want her to get in trouble with the Etain." Turning back to Breanna I sigh, "Of course, I'm happy you're here."
Breanna laughs and taps one finger against her forehead. "I know, Lilly," she reassures me. "Mind reader, remember?" She reaches for my hand and squeezes it before letting Aaronn turn her around and introduce her to everyone else.
I leave them to it, already searching for Majesty. I can feel him near, and I'm scanning the herd looking for him when I feel a hot puff of air on the back of my neck. Happiness bubbles up inside me, and I turn and wrap my arms around his neck, burying my head in his mane. I stay like that, just breathing in Majesty's reassuring scent. Aaronn's hand squeezing my shoulder brings me back to the present and I lift my head.
"Choose a horse and mount up," he says to the others. He gives my shoulder another squeeze as if he's reluctant to let me go. I know how he feels and resist the urge to pull him back and wrap my arms around him. This need to touch him is overwhelming and…distracting. I wish I understood this connection between us. It doesn't make sense. Laying a hand on Majesty's neck I let him pulse his soothing energy into me, calming my fears, but my eyes snap open as I feel Aaronn at my back once more, his hands on my waist.
"You startled me," I say breathlessly, twisting my head to look up at him over my shoulder. He grins and presses a quick kiss to my neck before lifting me up onto Majesty.
"Stop overthinking it," he says as I settle myself on Majesty’s back; he squeezes my thigh. "I'll explain everything soon." I catch his hand before he can pull it back and I hold on for a moment, wrapping my fingers around his. The point where our hands join crackles with energy and I stare at it for only a second before whipping my hand away from his. He smiles sadly but doesn't try to reach for my hand again. Instead, he squeezes my thigh. "It will be okay," he says quietly, but I don't know which one of us he's trying to convince with that statement. It lacks his usual certainty. He turns away before I can ask and I watch as he vaults easily onto the back of a black stallion. An amused laugh sputters out of my mouth, and I shake my head, still watching him. Breanna catches the look and chuckles as she moves her horse up alongside mine.
"What did you expect him to ride? A docile pony like the one your sister chose?" I look in the direction Breanna is pointing to see that, yes, Aoife has chosen the gentlest pony in the herd. I grin at Breanna and even laugh softly. I'm glad she's here with us. I reach across and touch her arm.
"Thank you," I say softly, and she nods before moving away.
The others have chosen their rides and we're ready now, waiting for Aaronn to lead the way. He guides his black stallion around the large boulders and we fall into place behind him but as we crest the mountain peak I glance over my shoulder and see the black mass of the herd moving slowly across the meadow. Breanna has left the horses behind, and without being told, I know this is the first time she's done that. We ride single file over the mountain, the path only wide enough to allow one horse at a time. We're quiet now, all of us anxious to put as much distance between us and the city as possible. We don't know what the Queen will do when she finds out we've left.
During our time walking across the meadow, Aaronn described his meeting with the Queen. He also explained the significance of the Portals and Luneda's years-long battle to convince the council to claim them for Soraya. I don't know what to think about this new information. Is the Queen our enemy, or has she been lied to about our mom?
While Aaronn was explaining, I felt his hurt as he talked about the Queen. I didn't want to invade those private thoughts, but the waves of betrayal that washed over me were too strong to ignore. He has not pulled his shields up since meeting me beside the bridge, making me wonder if his guards have been down a lot longer than that. Maybe the one keeping us separate all this time was me, not him. If I let myself reach out to him, I sense his attention on me immediately, seeking and questioning. Concerned for me, watching over me. 
I'm hesitant to open up to him fully, still scared of what I will discover…or feel. This connection between us scares me. I've never…then I realize what it is. I've never been in love before. I've had boyfriends, but I never loved any of those men, and now —  No. My mind shies away from this revelation. It can't be that simple. Love doesn't happen like that. So quickly. No. Even as I'm trying to deny these feelings, Aaronn pulses soothing calm energy in my direction. I'm tempted to push it right back at him but then huff out a frustrated laugh and open myself up to him. I let his energy soothe me; let him love me?
We've been riding for hours and are making our final descent towards Wynne Meadow. Early dawn light is bathing the valley in an ethereal turquoise glow — in case I'd forgotten that we're no longer in the human realm. Shaking my head in amusement I take a moment to appreciate the beauty. The wildflower meadow stretches out before us, banked on the right by Lycium Wood, and far in the distance, the endless stretch of darkness that is the Dark Wood.
The Meadow stretches on for miles to the left of us before it meets another mountain range, and beyond that — I don't know what lies beyond that. The Desert tribes, according to Breanna. There is so much of this kingdom that I do not understand and maybe I never will.
We cannot stay here now — the Queen will not allow us a place in Soraya after this betrayal. I've been so determined to return to Ireland, but now, when it looks like I will have to leave Soraya forever, I feel a longing for this world that I barely know. I'm not ready to go home; I'm not ready to leave Aaronn.




Chapter 16
AARONN
Standing on the banks of the River Nola, I watch the cold water rush past me.
The last time I was here, I threw myself into the water, hoping to die. Even now, I can feel the ice in my veins, the water filling my lungs. A shudder passes over me and I close my eyes, grit my teeth and drive the memory away. Slowly — it feels too slow — I push these fears back. It is not just the cold water haunting me but the memory of that black snake as it wrapped around my chest. The hypnotic magic paralyzing me while Cathmor sank his poison into my blood.
What am I thinking bringing Lilly back here? 
Turning to scan the group, I search for her, needing to see her. She's isn't far away, only four feet but even that feels too far. I watch her talking quietly with Clodagh and Aoife and I want to laugh at my arrogance. I didn't bring anyone here; they were rescuing their mom, with or without me. All I can hope for is to keep them alive while they do it.
Walking over to Lilly, I glance up at the sky as I do. It is midday and our presence has been noted by the Ruark warriors guarding the border. They will be sending the news back to the caves. I had hoped for stealth, a chance to sneak into the tower and rescue Aisleen before Cathmor knew we were here but I realize that is now impossible.
As I reach Lilly, I wrap an arm around her waist and tug her to my side. She comes easily, which warms me from the inside even as the old fears shiver over my skin. If anything happens to her… I push this fear away but she feels it anyway and laces her fingers through mine. We've both been in the Dark Wood and know what to expect; it makes us the quieter ones in the group. The others are full of bravado, eager to get going. Except for Owain. He stands to one side, stoic and large, waiting. There is no false bravado with him, but I do sense in him the same eagerness. 
Using Owain's map we've determined the shortest path from the river to the tower. Our plan is to build an energetic tunnel through the wood and, if we remain within it, we should be safe from the Ruark. I turn my eyes to Clodagh now and see her magic pulsing impatiently as she awaits my instructions; I tamp down my amused smile and turn to Lilly.
"I need you to summon one of the Desert Dragons," I say to her quietly.
Lilly’s eyes blink once and then again as she stares at me. Of course! She doesn't know about the Desert Dragons. I squeeze her hand to focus her attention and pulse an image of the dragons to her mind. I watch her as she stares beyond me, her gaze unfocused, but then she pulls her hand away and moves to the side.
"You won't need to manifest it," I reassure her. "Paint it in the sky and they will send one of their kind to help."
I sense the questions in her but subtly shake my head. Now is not the time. While Lilly does that, I turn my attention back to Clodagh. She is the fire faery in the group and the best one of us to harness Dragon magic.
"You will be our eyes in the sky." I sense Cian's frown rather than see it and address both of them this time. "Clodagh is a fire faery and must learn to ride Dragons eventually." Turning back to her I add, "It would have been part of your training had the Queen known about your fire magic." I know I've made the right decision when I see that golden spark that flashes through her eyes.
"Listen carefully now Clodagh, I need you to direct the Dragon's fire to the outer perimeter of the tunnel." She's nodding along, paying close attention. "Lilly and I will hold the light steady from within, but strong Ruark warriors will still be able to penetrate it — that's why I need you to coat the tunnel in fire from the outside. The double-strength of your magic and ours should keep all threats out, giving the others safe passage through the wood."
"But will Clodagh be safe up there?" Lilly asks from behind me, her eyes on her sister even though she's talking to me. I can't help reaching for her and pulling her closer. Her frown turns to me but I press a quick kiss to her lips before she can say more.
"None of this is safe, Lilly," I remind her and when she casts another worried look in Clodagh's direction, I add. "She is as safe up there as she would be in the woods with us." I see her realize the truth of that and another emotion flashes across her eyes. Terror. She drops her gaze instantly and sucks in a breath, but before I can say more, a shadow flies over us, casting us all into the shade. Lilly's mouth drops open in shock as we all look up to see one of the Desert Dragons. It lands in the meadow, a short distance from us. It's a magnificent beast with shimmering blue scales and the widest wingspan I've ever seen in one of their kind. Lilly's mouth is still hanging open in disbelief and I tug on a strand of her hair, wanting to tease her.
"You have no magic, huh?"
She bats my hand away but her lips curl up into a smile, and then she's laughing and shaking her head. "I will never get used to this," she mutters more to herself than to me.
"Clodagh, go introduce yourself to your Dragon. Explain what we need from her."
"Her?" Clodagh's eyes are wider than I've ever seen; for a girl who likes to act like nothing phases her, I'm gratified to see that she is as nervous as anyone should be when faced with a dragon. I leave Lilly's side and place a hand on Clodagh's shoulder, pulsing reassuring energy into her, and then I nudge her towards the Dragon. Clodagh remains locked in place so I give her another nudge.
"Go on, talk to her. Tell her about your mother." At last, Clodagh begins to edge closer to the Dragon. "Oh, and Clodagh…" I stop her once more. "Don't forget your crossbow." I point to where she left it lying in the grass.
"Will I have to kill someone?" And there's the betraying tremor in her voice that surprises me when she is usually so tough.
"I don't know," I answer honestly. Clodagh nods stiffly but retrieves the weapon from the grass and slips it across her shoulders. I watch her go before I turn back to the others. Lilly's eyes are still glued to Clodagh and the Dragon, but I pulse energy at her to drag her attention back to me. "You three know what you have to do?" I ask Cian, Aoife, and Owain and notice Lilly frown again.
"I'm still not sure, Aaronn. I think it's too dangerous for them. I should be the one to go into the tower, not Aoife and Cian."
"Lilly, they can't create the tunnel and hold that energy with me. And you can't make yourself invisible or shapeshift," I remind her gently. I watch her struggle with this, but eventually, she huffs out a frustrated breath and nods. "Breanna." I turn to my cousin. "Hold the horses here for our retreat. Call on the Etain if you must." She nods stiffly; she knows what I'm not saying.
Even if we manage to rescue Aisleen, that doesn't mean the battle is over. If the Ruark decide to invade Wynne Meadow, if they break through our protection shields…there are too many unknowns here for us to let our guards down. And that is only taking the Ruark into consideration. Even as we make these plans, the Queen is sending her warriors to stop us. We will need to ride fast to reach the Portal in Lycium Wood. If the Queen guesses our plans to escape into the human realm, she will have her army surround it and block our escape. Her army? It feels more like mine, I think bitterly, the warriors I have spent years training and leading in battle, and now she will use them against me.
Casting a final glance in Clodagh's direction I nod when I see her seated on the Dragon's back and ready for flight.
"Wait for my signal," I tell her, and she nods her agreement with a tight, anxious smile. Her anxiety reassures me; I was concerned she would be too keen to jump into this battle. I've noticed how she looks at Lilly, always seeking her big sister's approval. Lilly can't see Clodagh as a warrior; she still sees her as a little girl who needs her protection. I'm hoping Clodagh's need to prove herself to Lilly won't make her reckless. Not today, at any rate.
The other three are waiting by the river but before we join them, I lace my fingers through Lilly's and tug her closer, needing to hold her one last time before we begin this rescue. Scanning her face, I sear her features onto my mind, her beautiful green eyes and her soft lips that I want to spend a lifetime kissing. I brush my thumb along her jaw and cup her cheek. I'm terrified something will go wrong; the thought of losing her is wrenching me apart. Lilly pulls my hand from her cheek and places it over her heart, resting her hand on top of mine. Then she reaches up and wraps her other hand around my neck, pulling me down so she can press her mouth to mine in a soft kiss. That gentle affection nearly breaks me. I don't want her anywhere near the Ruark and Cathmor.
"It will be okay," she whispers, trying to reassure me. I squeeze my eyes closed, not wanting her to see the fear in them, but she chuckles. "Really?" she asks. "Because closing your eyes is going to work? I think you forget how this thing between us works." I laugh and wrap my arms around her, holding her to my chest. I still won't open my eyes, though, and I hear her sigh and then she wraps her arms around my waist, not asking anything more of me.
"We need to get moving." Owain's interruption is needed and breaks us apart, but I keep hold of Lilly's hand as we walk towards the river. We wade across it together, with the others following close behind us.
As we reach the other side, but before we leave the water and step officially onto Ruark territory, Lilly stops all of us by holding up one hand. I hear Cian mumble something impatient behind me, but Lilly ignores her brother. She's quiet for a minute, her head tipped back, her eyes on the canopy above us. In a soft and steady voice, we hear her offer up a prayer to the Etain, asking for help and protection while we rescue Aisleen. When she falls silent and lowers her head, I squeeze her hand again, meaning to nudge her forward but her fear shoots through me, and then I see for myself why she isn't moving. From beneath the lush foliage of the Dark Wood, two pairs of yellow eyes stare at us, unblinking, predatory. 
The others are shifting impatiently behind us so I hold up my hand to stop them. The wolves will not come out of the wood; I am sure of this. The wolves of the Dark Wood never venture out into the light. I nearly say as much to the others but snap my mouth shut as first one wolf and then the other prowls slowly forward, sniffing at the air. They are larger than ordinary wolves and I sense dark magic shimmering around them; it pulses with angry and malicious energy.
Tugging Lilly back a step, I pull her into deeper water. The others are forced to step back with us. Lilly's palm is ice cold in my hand, and I know without asking that these are the wolves she encountered with Kayne and Tulia. I can use my magic to fling them back into the wood, but as I raise my left hand to do just that.
"Wait," Aoife says urgently.
She steps around me but I reach for her quickly, wrapping my fingers around her upper arm, holding her in place. Aoife shakes her head at me and gently pries my fingers from her arm. Lilly's fear has her paralyzed at my side, but I can feel her panic clawing at me, wanting to reach forward and pull her sister back. I don't take my eyes of Aoife but I squeeze Lilly's hand, willing her to be still. I'm not sure Aoife knows what she's doing, but I do know that when I put my hand on Aoife's arm to stop her, the wolf closest to us growled deep in its chest, an angry rumbling sound.
I watch as Aoife turns to Lilly, a sweet fleeting smile on her face to reassure her big sister. It doesn't work, and I feel Lilly's panic growing but Aoife's no longer paying attention. She's turning back to face the wolves and is walking steadily towards them. Lilly is twitching beside me, anxious to do something and I tug her firmly to my side, not letting her move. As we watch, I see Aoife's mouth moving, muttering softly, a chanting, lilting sound that floats back to us. The wolves prowl closer, still sniffing, a growl low in their throats as she walks up the bank until she's only a few steps from the wood. The nearest wolf growls and lowers his head, his unblinking eyes trained on Aoife. Lilly stiffens beside me, her anger at my restraint pushing back at me, but I won't let her go. Aoife takes another step, and I hold my breath. There's nothing I or anyone can do now if they attack her, she's too close to them, too far away from us, but she keeps walking forward. Her gentle voice murmuring to them, soothing them.
The wolf closest to Aoife drops to its belly, its ears flatten in submission and it whimpers. Aoife stretches out her hand and scratches him behind the ears, murmuring all the time. Not one of us moves. My breath chokes up in my chest as I watch this girl taming these wild wolves with her magic. Both wolves are at her feet now, nudging gently against her legs, rubbing those big heads against her chest.
Aoife smiles down at them like they're big gentle puppies, but she never stops murmuring that chant of hers, soothing the anger right out of them. Lilly's hand goes limp in mine, and she squeezes her eyes shut and holds herself like that for a few seconds. When I turn back to Aoife, she's waiting calmly for us to join her on the bank, but she never stops murmuring that chant — which reassures me but also makes me nervous. What happens the moment she stops?
"Lilly?" I squeeze her hand one last time and let it go. "It's time."
She blinks up at me, dazed and a little disorientated, and I know her memories have dragged her back in time. Her fear has overtaken her, but she nods fiercely and pulls away from me, needing to feel her own magic as something separate from mine. She knows what we have to do. We step apart, and I raise my hand to Clodagh, who is circling above us in the sky. Keeping my eyes on Lilly, I summon my magic and begin to build the tunnel that will protect us as we travel through the wood. Lilly's magic joins mine, building and expanding around us, first a bubble of light that surrounds only us. Then working together, we push it out, high enough for us to walk comfortably through it and wide enough for two to walk side by side.
I give Clodagh the signal and only have time to catch that flash of red out of the corner of my eye before I'm focussed again on my own magic and pushing that tunnel of light deeper into the dark wood.
"Walk with it, pull the light with you," I tell Lilly, although she is already doing just that, and I marvel at her innate gift with magic. When Lilly switches off her head and lets her magic take over, she is more powerful than any warrior in my army. Standing guard at the entrance to the tunnel I hold it steady, protecting the opening from a Ruark attack.
I can sense the Ruark approaching through the wood, closing in on us. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice an arrow flying through the air and I know Clodagh is protecting us from above. Flames engulf the tunnel's outer wall, and although I see Ruark trying to break through it, their weapons can't breach the fire. I throw a quick look over my shoulder, relieved to see Owain, Cian, and Aoife following close behind Lilly as she pushes deeper into the wood. Beyond them, I can see the tower, a solid grey structure, narrow and long, with a single door for entry. Higher up the stone walls, I see slit windows, but that one door is the only way in.
As I watch, it opens, and three Ruark spring out; even from here, I see the flare of silver in their eyes as they prepare for battle. Owain steps in front of Lilly, and my fear unclenches just the tiniest bit, knowing my friend is there to watch over her. Pulsing light towards them, I support Lilly's magic, knowing she can feel me with her. They are almost at the tower now, the wolves have followed alongside Aoife every step of the way, refusing to leave her side but I notice Cian giving them a wide berth, letting Aoife move to the front of the group.
With the Ruark warriors almost upon them, Aoife winks out of sight and disappears, the Ruark raise their daggers and slash at the air around them, but the angry growls of the wolves force them back and they stumble over their feet to avoid those snapping jaws. The wolves are not attacking the Ruark; they are forcing them to one side, away from Aoife. They are protecting her and distracting the Ruark, who only now have noticed that Cian has also disappeared. Owain remains behind and when they rush at him, he dispenses with them with a flash of blades that is barely visible to the naked eye. I feel the shock that rushes through Lilly as the last Ruark warrior falls at her feet and pulse light towards her. She recovers quickly, stepping over the warrior's body, trying to push the tunnel as close to the tower as she can.
The tower door hangs open, and as the wolves have charged through, I can only guess that Aoife and Cian have rushed ahead. I hear nothing from this side of the tunnel, but I see Owain say something to Lilly, and then he too disappears through the doorway.
Now it is only the two of us, separated by over five hundred meters. Feeling the buffeting of Ruark magic against its outer perimeter, my arms begin to shake with the intensity of holding the light steady. Our magic is draining and I'm not sure how long we can keep the tunnel upright. I can feel Lilly weakening and I don't like that she's so far away from me. I can't protect her from here.




Chapter 17
LILLY
I feel someone watching me but casting my gaze around it's not until I look through the tunnel wall that I find the source of my discomfort. A Ruark warrior stands on the other side, the flames throwing orange light across his pale skin. His eyes are the most terrifying sight I've ever seen, not silver like the other Ruark. They shimmer black and silver, almost scale-like and as I watch flare red like the flames coating the tunnel. He smiles at me then and I blink back at him, transfixed. His skin, stretched tight across sharp cheekbones, is almost translucent, his black hair long about his shoulders, and as he raises his hand in greeting, I notice how long and thin his fingers are. He is almost handsome in a strange pale-faced way that is elegant and cruel.
Who is he, and why is he just standing there watching me? The other Ruark have been trying to breach the shield, but he hasn't lifted a hand to it. He's not battering at the tunnel with his sword or shouting commands at the other warriors. No, he doesn’t need to fight his way through, he simply steps across the shield in one elegant motion. I stumble back in horror; now that he is close, I can feel his power. It washes over me, pushing me back. My magic dims, the light tunnel wavering and disappearing into the forest. No, no, no, my fear for my family charges my magic and pulses it strong enough to push back. I can't let my side of the tunnel drop; if I do, my family will be trapped in the tower.
Making sure to keep this strange Fae in front of me where I can see him, I circle and shift my position, keeping him out of reach. His lips stretch into a thin smile that I feel go through me like the swipe of a blade. Aaronn's fear surrounds me, distracting me, and in that instant, I know who I'm looking at. I want to shake my head in denial, but Aaronn's fear is too insistent inside me. Run, it screams at me. Aaronn is coming closer but I can't let him; I can't let him leave his side of the tunnel open to attack.
STOP! The scream I send Aaronn's way is silent, but I see Cathmor's eyes flare red again as he senses the pulse of magic I send down the tunnel. His eyes narrow as he spots Aaronn on the other side, and his mouth turns up in an ugly sneer but then those eyes are on me again, predatory and evil.
"You're too late," his voice is quiet, not much more than a hiss, but it shivers up my spine, filling my head with menace. "Your mother is dead." He shakes his head, and that thin smile flits lightly across his face. "You know this already, Lilly. The Queen told you she's dead, yet you had to come." Shaking his head at me, he drives home my foolishness. "Now, all of you will die."
I'm barely listening to Cathmor's words; all I can hear is Aaronn's voice in my head repeating over and over again.
USE YOUR MAGIC.
Aaronn's stopped moving, but I can feel him locked in place halfway up the tunnel, his attention fixed on me. He listens to my plea to keep the tunnel strong, but I feel his panic as I flounder. I don't know how to fight a Ruark warrior.
YOU CAN'T FIGHT HIM, LILLY. USE YOUR MAGIC.
Aaronn's magic is insistent, buffeting me, slapping me awake. My magic? I can manifest…a weapon? But no, I don't have the strength to fight Cathmor. What? I'm screaming in my head, desperate for an answer, and I hear Aaronn's voice again, quieter this time. Gentle and soothing.
GET OUT OF YOUR HEAD. YOU CAN'T MAKE MAGIC WITH YOUR MIND.
Aaronn recognizes the signs of Cathmor's magic before I do and his voice, in my head, goes suddenly quiet. The magician's magic pulses with a dark light, a dirty smoke fills the tunnel. I feel Aaronn's fear, but I also sense him pull it sharply back out of my focus.
My magic…and then I notice the gentle pulsing energy surrounding me; it soothes me enough to drop into my heart. Without thinking, I let my fingers fly before me, trailing a blur of color. I've never painted so fast in my life, but it still might not be fast enough.
As the smoke clears, I'm pulsing light into my creation but above me a black snake rises, hissing down at me, green slime dripping from its fangs. I swear it has a maniacal grin on its face. I can't repress the shudder that passes through me, but I push more magic into the beast I've created. A terrifying, predatory eagle.
As the snake descends, swooping down towards me, I stumble back, tripping over my feet but with a flick of my wrist, I release my creation into the tunnel. My fingers are already drawing frantically again and before those green fangs reach me, my giant and beastly eagle sinks its talons into the snake's head. The snake is writhing, doing all it can to shake the bird off but its tail still lashes out and whips around my ankle.
A second bird joins the fight, talons and beak ripping at the snake, but that snake tail is tugging me closer. When I fall, it continues to drag me towards it. I give into the drag but keep drawing, bird after bird, each one is more hideous and terrifying than the last. They swoop down on the snake, attacking it from all sides.
The snake's tail goes limp around my ankle, and I snatch it free and crawl away, watching from a distance as the birds devour the man-sized snake. It all happens so quickly and the birds leave nothing behind. Nothing. I shiver, repulsed by the gruesome death but jump to my feet when those beady eyes turn in my direction. Oh crap, now what? But the birds do not approach, satisfied with their feed for now. What am I supposed to do? I can't release these birds into the wild but I also can't risk them turning on my family when they return through the tunnel.
Tunnel.
I take my attention off the birds long enough to study my side of the tunnel and realize there is a wide gap between the shield and the tower. A section of the forest that is now full of Ruark warriors, all with their silver eyes trained on me, watching. Owain appears in the doorway with my mother in his arms. He stops on the step and stares out at the new threat in front of him. It's like a frozen tableau, and then a hideous shriek echoes through the tunnel. One of the birds spreads its wings and its beady eyes fix on me; I can't —
DON'T THINK. Aaronn's voice in my head again.
Owain cannot fight the Ruark with my mom in his arms, so I ignore the birds and pulse light into the tunnel. I feel Aaronn helping me but it's still not enough. My magic is drained. Creating both the tunnel and the birds has left me weak. My head is spinning, my vision blurring in and out of focus. That's when I feel Aaronn again, his soothing calm bolstering me, reminding me to use my magic.
I'm a conduit; I can pull energy from my surroundings. It's not Aaronn's voice in my head now but my own magic whispering to me, telling me what to do. Turning back to those hideous birds; they are my creation, my energy. Their beady eyes stare unblinking as I raise my hands, palms towards them, and start to pull my energy back to me. I'm watching my creation in reverse. The birds lose their colors first, fading away before my eyes, becoming translucent, and then a final drag of energy and they disappear. I feel a zap of power fill me and immediately pour it into the tunnel, turning all that hideous energy into light that shoots across the gap in the forest, knocking the Ruark warriors out of the way.
Aaronn's energy is at my back, holding me upright and I focus on that as I watch Owain step into the tunnel, Aoife and Cian at his back, the wolves still crowding around them. My mother is unconscious in Owain's arms and my worry for her momentarily distracts me and I nearly drop the shield around them.
Hurry, I want to scream at them, but they are moving as fast as they can. They pass me in a rush, nearly knocking me down in their haste to get through the tunnel. Cian scoops an arm around my waist and tugs me along with him. I stumble to keep up, grateful for his support. The tunnel collapses in on us as we run towards the wood's edge. I see Aaronn pulling the energy with him as he backs into the river, shielding us from the Ruark warriors waiting on the banks. We all stumble through the tunnel and into the water as the shield breaks.
Cian is holding me upright, but Aaronn lifts me quickly into his arms and carries me across the river. The feel of his chest beneath my cheek is enough to bring tears to my eyes. I can't believe we've done it. We have our mom back. With that realisation, another crashes down on me. The Ruark will try to break through the shield into Wynne Meadow and there are only six of us to hold them back.
Tucked against Aaronn's chest I look up to see Clodagh abreast her Dragon with her crossbow ready, aiming at the Ruark below her. She doesn't fire, though, and craning my neck to look over Aaronn's shoulder, I see the warriors aren't attacking us. Aaronn notices this too; I see his eyes darting towards them, but he doesn't break his stride across the river. Not until he has me safely on the opposite bank does he turn to study the wood. 
The first thing we notice is Aoife. She is still on the Ruark side of the river. I squirm to get out of Aaronn's arms but he won't let me go. The wolves are blocking Aoife's path to the river and I slap feebly at Aaronn's chest forcing him to lower me to the ground. When he does, I stumble, my attempt to step back into the river halted when my legs buckle. Aaronn reaches me before I slip into the water and tugs me back to his side.
"Please Aaronn, you have to save her. You have to go back for her. Don't let them take her."
"Ssh, Lilly. Look."
I'm praying silently to the Etain, but my prayers die on my lips as I see every one of the Ruark warriors kneel before my little sister. I straighten and find the strength to push myself away from Aaronn, never taking my eyes off the scene on the other side of the river.
Aoife is talking to the two wolves at her feet. She seems oblivious to the kneeling warriors, her attention firmly on the wolves. She places her hand on the head of the nearest wolf, and just like that, the wolf shrinks in on itself and a naked Ruark warrior lies at her feet. She does this a second time and we watch as the same thing happen to the other wolf. The two warriors climb slowly to their feet, stretching their backs and standing tall.
Aoife is still talking; I have no idea what she's saying but the two Ruark nod and bow their heads to her. They step back and it's only then Aoife notices the warriors kneeling on the ground with their heads bent low. I see her gaze scan them, clearly searching for someone, but with only a nod, she turns her back on the Ruark and starts wading across the river to us. Aaronn holds out a hand to pull her from the water. She looks as tired as I feel but with a small smile for me, she walks quickly towards Owain and our mother. When I look back across the river the opposite bank is empty; the Ruark have simply disappeared.
AARONN
I'm still staring across the river when, out of the corner of my eye, I see Lilly falling.
Oh no, you don't. I scoop her into my arms and pull her tight against my chest before she tumbles head first into the water. Her head lolls back and I realize she's fainted. She feels light, almost fragile in my arms, as I carry her up the bank and deeper into the meadow. Brushing a strand of hair from her face, I can't help but press my mouth to her forehead. In so short a time, this woman has become everything to me. Inhaling her scent, I tighten my hold on her, squeezing her to me.
Aisleen is laid out on the grass with Aoife bent over her, performing a healing. I sense Aoife's gentle magic pulsing into her mother and shake my head in disbelief. She is as calm as any other time I have seen her; it almost makes me think I imagined that scene across the river. The Ruark army bowed to Aoife…I still can't get my head around it, and looking about me, I can see the others are equally baffled, watching Aoife warily. All except for Lilly, who is now unconscious in my arms. I tuck her closer, cradling her head against my chest, needing to feel her there. When Cathmor stepped through the shield — I shake my head to clear the image. Cathmor is dead. I press my lips to Lilly's forehead, feeling fiercely possessive now that I have her back with me.
"Is she okay?" Cian stops beside me, a worried frown on his face.
"Exhausted, that's all," I assure him. 
"I don't understand what happened back there," he says quietly, almost as if he's talking to himself, and I see his eyes dart between Aoife and the forest before he looks back down at Lilly. "What happened to Lilly?" he asks, staring at her pale face tucked up against my chest.
"She killed Cathmor," I say, pride lacing my words and a smile creeping across my face at the shock I see on Cian's face. My beautiful human Fae wife, I think proudly, and press another kiss to her head. "She was incredible," I say quietly.
"And Aoife?" There is worry in Cian's eyes as he looks at his youngest sister. "Do you know what that was about?"
I shake my head, frowning with him. "It could be Aoife doesn't even know what it's about," I caution him before he goes blustering over there, demanding an explanation. Our hushed conversation is interrupted by a loud shout as Clodagh runs forward and flings herself on top of her mother, wrapping her arms around her, nearly shoving Aoife aside. 
"Clodagh," Aoife's admonishment is as gentle as always, amusement touching her voice as she looks at her twin. Clodagh ignores her, though, and just lies there on top of her mother, crying loudly as she clings to her. Aoife lays a hand softly on Clodagh's head, and I see the gentle pulse of magic as she soothes her twin. It only takes a minute before Clodagh tugs herself upright, wiping at her cheeks.
"Thanks," she mutters, not looking at Aoife, then hauls herself to her feet. "Sorry, keep going." She marches off, turning her back on all of us and I catch Cian biting back a smile.
"Clodagh doesn't like to cry in front of other people. She's always been like that," he explains and turns away from me, wandering over to Breanna. I watch him strike a deliberately casual pose, hands in his pockets. Breanna grins at something he says, and I smile witnessing that. Breanna is older than Cian, but that difference hardly matters in the Fae world. I can see a friendship forming there already and, although I'm curious, I turn away to give them some privacy.
I'm conscious that I have to get the family to the Portal before the Queen's warriors find us. I do not trust what Luneda will do if she gets her hands on Aisleen – especially now when her sister is so weak. I share a look with Owain and I know he shares my concern, his eyes, like mine, darting between Aisleen and the mountains. He nods to me and I give a sharp whistle to get Breanna's attention. Her head pops up and her wide grin slips as she looks at me. She says something to Cian, and he nods, striding away quickly.
"Aoife, we have to get going," I speak quietly, not wanting to frighten her, but she smiles serenely at me and nods.
"I will continue the healing when we get home."
And the simple way she says that has my heart clenching tight. Home. They're going home — to Ireland. The truth slams into me with such force I feel winded. Lilly is going home. I don't know why that didn't occur to me before now. We've been so focussed on rescuing Aisleen and the plan was always to get the family across the veil where the Queen can't reach them, but how did I miss that small detail?
Lilly will be going with her family. I stare down at her sleeping face, she murmurs and rubs her head against my chest and her eyelids flicker in an agitated manner. I press my lips to her head, whispering soothing sounds, pulsing her with calm energy. She settles almost instantly and I squeeze my arms tight around her, my pain slicing through me, leaving me raw and aching.
I place Lilly on the grass beside her mother. Her deep sleep is beginning to concern me now and kneeling beside her, I stroke the hair off her face. When she doesn't stir, I brush my fingers lightly against her face. It's normal to be exhausted after battle, I try to reassure myself with this reminder but it's not working and the dark shadows beneath her eyes only worry me more. Feeling a hand on my shoulder I glance up to see Aoife standing beside me. I'm sure she can see the pain in my eyes because she smiles at me.
"She's going to be fine, Aaronn." She squeezes my shoulder and her gentle energy pulses into me, soothing me instantly. I sigh as I feel my anxiety drain away and then offer Aoife a grateful smile. I may have Influencer magic, but that doesn't help when I need soothing myself.
Feeling better already I push myself up and survey our small group as they ready themselves for the journey into Lycium Wood. I wait for Owain to mount his horse before scooping Aisleen up into my arms and handing her to him. Her skin is pale, her usually dark hair tinged with grey and the sunken shadows beneath her eyes tell us something of the horror she's been through these last few months. Owain cradles her carefully in his arms, the look on his face anguished and so tender it makes me wonder about their history.
Turning away from them, I mount my stallion and wait as Cian kneels in the grass and lifts Lilly into his arms. I take her from him, pulling her tight against my chest. Looking back at the Dark Wood I catch a movement from within the shadows. A figure steps out of the darkness, it is a young Ruark warrior. His eyes move across the group, searching, and I don't have to be a magician to work out who he's looking for. His eyes land on Aoife and I see him smile; it's an unusual expression on a Ruark.
I turn to look at Aoife and see her spin around suddenly, her eyes searching the wood on the far side of the river. I watch as a sad expression flits across her face and looking again I see only an empty river bank; no one is there. She sensed him though and that suggests a closeness between them that should have been forbidden. No Ruark has ever bonded with an outsider and yet, the way that Ruark warrior was looking at Aoife suggests… I shake my head impatiently; I’m imagining things now.
When I look back Cian is helping Aoife onto her horse, and beyond them I notice a glinting of sun on steel from the top of the mountain. Warriors coming this way. Owain has spotted it, too, and we share a quick look before Owain urges his horse into a canter, heading for the nearest entrance to Lycium Wood. We all follow after him, urging our horses to keep pace.
It's evening by the time we reach the Portal, and everyone is exhausted, drooping, shoulders slumped. Owain and I have managed to stay alert — as only warriors with years of hard training can do. But it is two days since we left the palace and two days since any of us have slept…except for Lilly, I think with an affectionate smile as I look down at her. She has slept for most of the journey but as though sensing the Portal nearby, I feel her stir in my arms, and then her eyes blink open in confusion. She stares at me, and then her eyes move past my head to the deep green canopy of the forest above us.
"Lycium Wood?" she murmurs her question.
I nod and help her sit up so she can swing her legs over the stallion's back and sit in front of me. I tuck her against my chest, my thighs cradle hers, as I wrap my arm firmly around her waist. I need her close for these last few minutes. Without meaning to, my arm tightens further, almost squashing her to me.
"Hey," her voice is soft, and she strokes her hand up and down my thigh, soothing me. She can't comfort me this time; the thought of losing her is too real now. We're here. I sigh and press a kiss to her temple. The Portal shimmers in the forest clearing, and I scan the area, searching for the warriors who should be guarding it. "What's wrong?" Lilly is looking over her shoulder, searching my face with concern.
"The Portal is meant to be guarded at all times. There's no one here." Lilly squeezes my thigh before swinging a leg over and hopping down onto the soft ground.
"That's good for us, though, isn't it?" Her expression is quizzical as she looks back up at me. I nod, but I still can't wipe the frown from my face. The Portal should be guarded at all times.
Lilly is no longer paying attention to me, though, her attention is on her family. As she checks in with each of them, I approach the Portal cautiously; it's going to take me a minute to charge it up and ready the magic. Breathing deep I push my magic into the space, pulsing my intention, my destination into the void. Lilly's bedroom in Cork… and that ache starts within me again. I can't let her leave — I push the thought away. These feelings will interfere with my magic; intention is everything. Calming myself again I push an image of Lilly's bedroom into the Portal. It pulses with light, flaring, the white magic brightening the longer I stand here.
After a few minutes, I step back and turn to the others. I can't look at Lilly so I turn my attention to Owain instead. I have had the whole journey to consider this, and I know I've made the right decision when I see how he's holding Aisleen in his arms.
"Owain, I want you to go with them." The tender expression on his face morphs into a frown and he shakes his head at me. "They need you," I tell him, keeping my voice firm, speaking as his Commander, not his friend. "Aisleen will need time to recover." I frown fiercely at him, willing him to listen to me. "The Portal has been left open. We don't know who has gone through it. Please." I stop just short of begging. I need Owain to stay with them. With Lilly. I need to know that she's protected.
"The Queen will not forgive you. She will never let you back into the city," Owain's voice is a deep rumble, almost a growl. He has always protected me. "I'm not going to let you face them alone."
"Owain?" The surprised whisper comes from Aisleen. With a gasp, Lilly rushes over to her mother.
"Mom?" her voice trembles, but she's smiling. "You're safe, mom. We're going to get you home." Lilly rests a hand on Owain's arm while she speaks with her mother and without looking at him, she adds, "Owain will be with you in Cork until you feel better." Something in the way she says that unsettles me. I take a step closer, trying to see her face beneath the fall of her hair, but her face is turned away from me. She's not paying the rest of us any attention until Owain speaks, then her head lifts.
"Lilly, I won't leave Aaronn to face the Queen and the council alone — not after what we've done." Owain's voice is laced with regret, but Lilly shakes her head before he's even finished speaking.
"He won't be alone." She places her hand on Owain's arm again. "Please, Owain. My family needs you."
"Lilly," I interrupt, glaring at her now. Furious. She needs to return to Cork, where I know she'll be safe. "You are not staying." She ignores me and turns her attention to her mother again.
"Luneda sent Sara to Rohn. I'm going to fetch her and bring her home." Her voice is quiet but as fierce as I've ever heard it. "I'm not leaving her here." She's looking at her mother but the words are for me. She takes a step back from Owain then and speaks firmly to the group, "Now, you all need to go." When no one moves, she sighs and looks around at her family. "Please, will you all go home? This might be our one chance to escape."
I can see Aisleen wants to say something, but Cian takes her hand and squeezes it. "Mom, we will explain everything back in Cork. Lilly is right. We need to go now." He masks his concern with a sarcastic roll of his eyes. "For once, you're right," he says to Lilly. His gaze swivels to find me, his look extracting a silent promise that I will keep his sister safe. "See you on the other side, sis," he says lightly and steps through the Portal without looking back. I groan in frustration. I swear that kid is going to get himself killed.
"Owain, quickly, follow him. We don't know who else has gone through here." I see the frustration on my friend's face, but he knows I'm right and with an impatient huff, he hoists Aisleen higher up against his chest and steps through, disappearing from sight. I almost want to thank Cian for that bit of recklessness. Without it, Owain would not have gone so willingly.
"Girls, you're next." Lilly has pulled the twins in for a quick hug each and is already nudging them towards the Portal. They jump through willingly, and then there's just the three of us left in the forest. Breanna, Lilly, and myself with the horses snorting and stamping the ground as though they too can sense the danger.
Before I can open my mouth, Lilly glares in my direction. "Not a word," she says fiercely and turns her back on me. Walking over to Breanna, she wraps her arms around her and hugs her tightly. "Thank you for your help today. I didn't know if I would ever get my family home. I will never forget this, I promise."
I hang my head and stare at the ground, willing my heart to slow down. It is a riot in my chest right now. So loud I can't think straight. Frustration, relief, joy, and fear…this infuriating woman will be the death of me. Why couldn't she just go home to Cork? She'd be safe there.
The Queen will never leave her throne ungoverned, and she's the only one besides me who can bring Lilly over the veil against her will. If Lilly had just gone back with her family… I growl quietly. Although, judging by the startled looks I get from Breanna and Lilly, my growl isn't so quiet.
Lilly's eyes narrow, preparing for battle but I don't even give her a chance to open her mouth. In two steps, I have her in my arms, and I crush my mouth to hers. Insufferable woman. I kiss her until the fight drains right out of her, until she's soft in my arms and only then do I pull back and look at her. She blinks up at me, a little dazed, but then she smiles and I stop breathing. She is everything to me, and it hurts that I don't know how to keep her safe — she won't listen to a bloody word I say.
"Ummmm….so, not to interrupt, but where are we going?" Breanna has already mounted and she's waiting impatiently for us to conclude what is bound to be only one of many arguments to come. She tosses a look over her shoulder, her eyes scanning the forest. "The Etain have just told me that Sorayan warriors are heading this way."
Those words stall any argument I might want to have with Lilly. I spin her around and have her mounted on Majesty's back before she's even processed Breanna's warning. She's blinking down at me and I smile. I can't help but enjoy the dazed look on her face — from my kiss. If I'd known that was the key to silencing her arguments, I would have started kissing her two months ago. Leaping onto my horse I steer him away from Soraya and the Queen's warriors.
Owain is right about one thing. There's no point trying to reason with the Queen and the council back in Soraya; we need help.




Chapter 18
AARONN
It's been two days since we crossed the border into Rohn country and four days since we left Lycium Wood and parted ways with Breanna. She will gather her horses and head for the grass plains of Torin and our people. She will be safe there until…my thoughts never go beyond that point. Until — what?
Queen Luneda is a powerful enemy but I still cannot reconcile what I now know about her with my memories of her. After losing my family, she offered me a home. She nurtured my gifts and supported me, promoting me to the position of Commander of the Royal Army when every council member objected to a Fae from the grass plains wielding that level of power in Soraya.
In Emuria, we might consider ourselves a sophisticated race, but there is still hierarchy amongst the kingdoms — and a boy from the grass plains will always be seen as inferior to a Sorayan Fae. That is, until the Queen deemed it untrue. She plucked me out of my home on the plains and brought me to Soraya to live with her. Why? What seemed an act of kindness all these years now seems…suspicious. Her dealings with her own family have been ruthless and manipulative; her alliance with Cathmor — yes, Lilly finally told me what Cathmor said to her before he died. He was the one who told the Queen that Aisleen was dead. Cathmor was Luneda's inside source. The dark Fae who tried to kill me was the Ruark Luneda chose to ally herself with…unless she didn't know — what? Didn't know who Cathmor was? Didn't know he tried to kill me? Didn't know –
"What sort of man is King Lachlan?" Lilly's question is a welcome distraction from my own muddled thoughts. Glancing across at her, I note the tired slump of her shoulders and the dark shadows under her eyes. She is ready to drop from Majesty's back yet refuses to stop. I've never met a more stubborn Fae in my life — but she's not Fae, I remind myself and feel a flicker of surprise when that thought doesn't grate the way it used to. My wife is a human Fae; I try the idea out in my mind, turning it around, testing it, weighing the feelings that come with it. My wife has human blood in her veins. Our children will have human blood and I feel…okay with that — the shock that chases that realization leaves me stumped.
My children will be part human and will travel freely back and forth across the veil, existing in both realms. Lilly is too attached to the human realm to remain full-time in Emuria…which means, if I wish to live with her, I will have to learn how to live in the human realm also. I will have to learn how to exist amongst humans. A shiver chases up my spine at the thought and I blink and look at her again. Am I prepared to live in the human realm?
Lilly is frowning at me; perhaps scowling would be a more accurate description. I see her lips moving but I can't hear anything beyond the loud beating of my heart — if I want to live with Lilly, then I will have to live in the human realm. I will have to live in the human realm. That simple phrase plays on a loop in my mind, confounding me. I bring my memories of Cork to the forefront of my mind. I see the street where Lilly lived, her house, the pub where we met for the first time, and the art gallery where she worked. If I choose Lilly, that is the life I'm choosing — and the chaos of the human world.
"Aaronn," her voice finally penetrates my panic. "What is going on with you?" she asks impatiently. She is still scowling at me but then I feel her inside me, gently questioning, feeling my energy. This realization of what a life with Lilly will mean is so overwhelming that I'm tempted to push her out, to drop my shields. I may have made peace with Lilly being part human, but the thought of a life in the human world has shaken me. Can I do it? Is she worth it? 
We're staring at each other. The steady rise and fall of the horses' gait beneath us keeps us in constant motion. It would be easy to drop her gaze, look away and pretend, but there's an invisible cord between us holding our gazes locked on each other until — I sense her pull back, and the ache that opens up in my chest answers my question. Yes, she's worth it, and yes, I will live in any realm she asks so long as I can be with her. Reaching across the space between our horses I grab her hand, holding it firmly in mine, lacing our fingers together. She is still frowning at me, confusion clouding her gaze but she doesn't pull her hand away, so I lean towards her and bring her hand to my lips, kissing the back of it.
"I don't know what to do with you," she mutters but a small smile flits across her face.
I drop her hand and shift my horse a little to the left to allow more space between us. I'm not ready to discuss these new realizations, so instead, I say, "Lachlan is —" and then I pause and frown at her, unsure what to say; what can I tell her about Lachlan that will ease her mind?
"Is he a good King? Or, more importantly, a good man? Fae?" she corrects herself with a grimace. "I mean, do you think he's been kind to Sara? Treated her well? You don't think he would have forced himself on her, do you?" Before I have a chance to answer even one of her questions, she continues throwing more at me. It makes me want to smile but I don't make the mistake of doing that. "Do you think he will agree to annul the marriage? Will he let us leave and return to Ireland? Will he even agree to see us? What if the Queen has already sent word to him and poisoned him against us? What if this is a trap? What if —" she breaks off as I pump soothing magic her way. It only takes a few seconds before she's frowning at me again, though. "Can you stop using your magic on me and answer my questions?"
"Can you stop talking long enough to let me answer them?" I suggest arching a brow at her, watching her mouth open and snap quickly closed. The corner of her mouth tips up in a tiny smile of acknowledgment, and she squeezes her lips together to stop herself from asking anything more. I let myself smile at that and when she huffs out a tired laugh, I wish we weren't on this mad chase across Emuria. All I want to do is pull her down from Majesty's back and find somewhere warm and cozy for us to spend the night. I want to hold her and love her and bury myself deep inside her with no lies between us, no secrets — that thought wipes the smile from my face. I still have not told her the truth about us.
"I have not seen Lachlan since I was a boy," I tell her. She looks like she's about to interrupt, so I hold up a hand to stop her. "By all accounts, he is a good King. As to whether or not he is a good man — I don't know." I can see that my answer has not satisfied her. "We played together as boys and were friends…of sorts. In the way a boy from the grass plains can be friends with a Prince," I add, and seeing her confusion, I resign myself to telling her more. "My father was the head spokesperson for the Torin tribes, the tribes who make their home on the grass plains. Every summer when we were boys, the King – Lachlan's father – sent his son to live amongst our people. Lachlan lived with my family in our home. For a few months every year, we were friends, and then at the end of the summer, Lachlan would return to Rohn and his life as a Prince. I have not seen him since I left Torin, since I lost my parents. I liked him as a boy. I do not know him as a man."
I have not given her the answers she wanted but I know nothing I say can soothe her fears. We will be at Rohn Castle soon and then she will have her answers. I tear my gaze away from her, something that is becoming harder to do. Shaking my head, I feel only wry humor now that I've made peace with these feelings. Ahead of us, I recognize the towering peaks that frame the old castle and city of Rohn, and directly above us small villages hug the cliffs. From those old stone buildings, sentries observe our passage through these mountains. I have no doubt that King Lachlan is aware of our advance toward his city. I have seen the hawks circling above our heads, tracking our progress. It reminds me of the times I made this journey with my father. Twice a year we would pack up our saddlebags and make the pilgrimage to Rohn to meet with the King. It was always a small party of Torin villagers, a spokesperson from each of the five tribes and a handful of others. I never saw Lachlan on those trips, so my memories of him are limited to our times in Torin. I can't even picture him in this cold mountain city.
Lilly wants to know if he's a good man…I want to say yes, but I have memories of the boy Lachlan. He was a friend, but he was also demanding and overbearing — never cruel but always quite sure of his place in the realm. His opinions were expressed loudly and with a finality that suggested he was rarely contradicted. Even as a boy, it never occurred to Lachlan that he could be wrong about anything.
"As a boy, Lachlan was stubborn, wilful, opinionated, domineering." At the startled look on her face, I quickly add, "but never cruel."
She sighs heavily. "Do you think he'll let Sara go?" I can't answer that, and she huffs impatiently and changes the subject. "How did you end up living in the palace in Soraya?"
"My parents died. My father when I was nine years old and my mother six months later. My uncle assumed the leadership role amongst our people and —" I pause; the usual telling of this story would have me saying that I had no family to go to and the Queen offered me her protection. But my tongue is glued to the base of my mouth, refusing to move. It's a lie; Breanna hinted as much a few years ago but I brushed over the subject, unwilling to listen. It hadn't mattered at the time. I had just been appointed to the role of Commander and my life was in Soraya; my loyalty to the Queen and the kingdom of Soraya was something I would not allow anyone to question. "I have not been back to Torin since losing my parents. Breanna keeps me up to date with any news from our people," I conclude.
Lilly opens her mouth to say something and then snaps it shut but I feel her watching me.
"Breanna is devoted to you," she says at last. I hear the jealousy in her voice and the unasked question despite her attempt at nonchalance. When I don't respond immediately, she says, "Aaronn, why is she so devoted to you?" her voice is more uncertain now. I want to reach across and pull her onto my lap but I know we're being watched, so I settle for stretching out my arm and cupping her cheek with my hand.
"Breanna is my cousin, Lilly." She blinks in surprise. "She is my uncle's youngest daughter."
"Your uncle, who is now the leader of all the tribes on the grass plains?" I nod and see her file that bit of information away before she leans her cheek into my hand and surprises me by turning her head and pressing a kiss to my palm. "Thank you for explaining," she whispers. "I was wondering about the connection between the two of you. I didn't want to —" She stops.
"Ask?" I finish for her, and she nods. "You can ask me anything," I tell her and immediately want to bite the words back as I see her consider that. I know exactly what she's about to ask me, but as she opens her mouth, the loud gong of a bell sounds, ringing through the mountains. Her is attention diverted and I heave out a relieved sigh.
"They are alerting the city to our arrival." She looks bewildered so I point to the path ahead of us. "Beyond that ridge is the city of Rohn. See? Just there you can make out the top of the tower?" As she stares straight ahead, I see her shiver nervously. "You will see the gated walls and the castle in just a moment."
We crest the peak, and below us lies a shallow valley and another climb to the fortress gates. Sentries stand guard along the walls and the bell peals again across the city.
"Won't the noise cause an avalanche?" she asks, glancing up at the snow-covered cliffs around us, her anxiety causing a tremor in her voice.
"It is not the same as the human realm," I assure her and squeeze her shoulder.
"But I felt the sound of that bell go through me," she says, still looking around us, still unconvinced.
"Magic, Lilly. The sound is controlled by magic. I promise you it will not disturb the snow on the peaks. We're safe — from avalanches at least," I add and grin, trying to drag a smile out of her. It doesn't work. She only blinks at me and then turns her face away to hide her fear.
Below us, the large wooden gates swing open and I see her stiffen. She's biting her lip anxiously, her eyes trained on the city gates and I can feel her fear inside me so I brush my fingers down her spine, hoping to comfort her. On the other side of the gates, a path climbs the mountain towards the castle and from here we can see Fae going on about their business in the walled city.
The castle sits above the city, clinging to the mountain peak. The western wing of the castle juts out from the cliff wall and hangs suspended in the air above a rocky valley. Rohn is a fortress city, meant to impress upon its visitors the might and force of the people who reside here. It is intimidating and ominous, a predatory bird perched upon the cliffs, waiting to unfurl its wings, swoop down and attack.
I notice the movement of Lilly's throat as she swallows nervously and I subtly increase the pressure of my hand on her back, trying to soothe her, but she brushes my hand away with an irritable shrug. 
"Stop using your magic on me."
Her refusal to let me help grates on my nerves but I don't argue. Now is not the time. I drop my hand and urge my horse forward, leaving her to follow me down the narrow path toward the city. A warrior on horseback passes through the gateway and steers his horse in our direction. I'm not foolish enough to believe he is alone and glancing over my shoulder, I glimpse now the warriors at our backs blocking our retreat. They have tracked us through the mountains. I knew this but seeing them there still shakes my confidence. I only hope that Lachlan the King is still worthy of the respect I gave him as a boy.
LILLY
The castle in Rohn is…ominous. That's the word. And cold and intimidating, and I hate that Sara has had to endure this place alone. It is nothing like the palace in Soraya with its white, glistening stone, rose-oil scented passages, and elegant architecture. Here everything feels hushed and forbidden. The castle is ornately furnished, but something about the austere landscape seeps into it, making me shiver. Large windows line the stone walls giving a constant view of the expansive landscape. Towering mountains, ice-capped and barren. It is a severe land, a place you survive; it is not a land that nurtures and soothes. It couldn't be any more different from Soraya's temperate forests and meadows.
I'm following behind a Fae man, hoping I'm being taken to my sister. Aaronn and I were separated once we entered the castle; ostensibly, he's been granted an audience with King Lachlan and me, one with my sister. I cross my fingers behind my back, hoping it's true and that this was not a trick to separate us. Our magic is stronger together and I'm sure they know that.
I'm so tired I feel like I will fall to the floor if I stop moving, so I hurry to keep up with my silent guide. His face is inscrutable but handsome, unusually bare-faced for a Rohn Fae. All the Rohn males I have met so far have beards and long hair. They remind me of the ancient Vikings I learned about in history class. The ones that pillaged and raped their way across England and Ireland. I'm praying that's where the similarity ends. I'm too tired for any pillaging tonight.
The Fae man stops before a large wooden door and after a perfunctory rap of his knuckles against the wood, he pushes it open and stands to one side to let me pass. I catch his eye as I do and he winks at me, but his expression doesn't change. The wink is more startling because of it. He reminds me of those English butlers in the historical romance movies Aoife likes to watch. All bland and starched, never a hair out of place…but the wink? That was unexpected, and he's gone now, swiftly closing the door once I've passed through it. I feel a moment's panic, but it only lasts a minute as I listen for the turning of a key but don't hear anything. Tentatively I try the handle, and when the door opens easily, I see the Fae man walking away. Closing the door again I breathe a sigh of relief.
As I wait for my sister, I look around the room. It is small and decorated in dark reds and blues that make it seem even smaller. It would be claustrophobic if it wasn't for the large window on one side of the room. An old, moth-eaten red rug lies across the floor, and two hard wooden armchairs sit side by side in front of the fireplace. Its warmth draws me nearer and I examine it closely — if only to confirm what I already suspected…yes, it's a magic fire. No wood, coal, or peat is fuelling this fire. It is all orange and red flame, but the warmth is appreciated, so I let myself relax and exhale a tired sigh as I stretch out my palms towards the heat. The armchair closest to me is large enough to curl up in but it looks uncomfortable and uninviting. How has Sara survived in this cold castle? It feels dark and…I shiver and berate myself for my dramatics.
"You're too late," a voice says from behind me. Something in the tone makes me cautious, and I turn slowly. Yes, it's Sara but not as I have ever seen her before. She watches me, her expression cool, her countenance regal, and — Flicking my gaze over her, I soak in this new version of my sister. She is a Queen — as regal and intimidating as Luneda. Her red hair is tightly braided, long extensions falling down her back. Her narrow face and high cheekbones look as austere and intimidating as the mountains we traveled through to reach her. Black kohl pencil sharpens the upward tilt of her eyes and a rose-pink lipstick shimmers against her lips. I don't think I've ever seen Sara wearing make-up before.
I'm still blinking at this new version of my sister, reluctantly admiring the green dress that hugs her upper body and swirls around her legs. The V-neck of the dress plunges low in the front, offering a glimpse of cleavage and the lower half of the gown hugs her hips and bum in a way that is seductive and enticing and…holy crap! I can't believe this is my sister. She looks incredible, and — I shake my head, trying to clear my confusion. I don't understand the transformation. I don't understand — 
"You're too late, Lilly," Sara's voice breaks this time, and I watch a crack appear in her icy façade, but then she tosses her head and that expression of vulnerability is gone. "Lachlan and I were married this morning." She stares at me with disdain but then softly adds, "This morning," as if to emphasize the poor timing of my arrival.
I still haven't uttered a word. I can't. As if realizing this, she rolls her eyes at me and, at last, I feel like I'm talking to my sister. Before I can reply to the eye roll, Sara turns her back on me and walks over to the window. She fiddles absently with the gold bands around her neck, three narrow gold chokers resting one on top of the other. She appears restless, her fingers in constant motion, one hand tapping the stone window sill and the other still fiddling with the gold bands, almost tugging at them — not forcefully, not enough to pull them off, but enough to suggest she would like to be free of them.
I drop into my heart and try to sense her mood; using my magic has become automatic to me now and is always a relief. A soothing space for me to put my focus. But Sara is a mystery — the angry red I had expected to see around her is missing; instead, there is a dark grey above her head. This grey is in constant motion — mini-tornadoes spinning above her, but the rest of her is bathed in green and lavender that feels soothing and maternal.
Approaching her slowly, I'm almost too nervous to say anything. I stop and stand beside her and, like her, look out at the view. It's an impressive sight, but I know if I were to lean forward, I would notice that the room we're standing in hangs suspended over the cliff with nothing below us but space and then hard rock; nothing to stop our fall if this section of the castle were to break free from the main structure. I shiver and wrap my arms around my waist, turning my attention to Sara instead.
"We found mom. She's alive." And just like that, Sara's ice-queen routine crumbles and tears run down her face, forming black trails as she ruins her make-up. I would smile at that, but Sara's response is shocking and makes me want to cry too. "Sara," I say softly and wrap my arms around her, fully expecting her to push me away, but she shocks me again by clinging to me.
"I thought you were here to tell me she's dead," she whispers, sniffing and pulling away. She wipes the back of her hand across her cheeks and rolls her eyes when it comes away streaked with black eye pencil. "Arlen is going to kill me for messing up his masterpiece. His words," she adds. "Apparently, my face today is his masterpiece, and he will never be able to recreate it."
"Arlen?"
"He showed you here to my rooms." She huffs out a little breath and admits. "He's become a friend while I've been here."
"The starchy butler guy? He's good. Maybe he can give me some tips while I'm here. You look incredible. And your hair? Is he responsible for that too?"
"I've had a lot of free time," she says, rolling her eyes. "And don't encourage him; he already thinks enough of himself." But she's smiling as she says it. "Tell me about mom. Where is she?"
"Home. Cork," I add to be clear.
"The others?"
"They're all in Cork. Aaronn and I escorted them to the Portal in Lycium Wood four days ago." I pause. "I didn't want to leave without you. Aaronn is going to help us. He's talking to King Lachlan right now and —"
"It's too late, Lilly. Lachlan and I were married this morning."
"But we'll fix this, Sara. We'll ask Lachlan to have the marriage annulled. We'll explain everything." Sara's sudden harsh laughter silences me.
"This is a Fae bonding, Lilly, not a human marriage. You can't undo a bonding ceremony. It's magic. Our souls are bonded together — forever. I can never leave Lachlan." A desperate laugh escapes her and she quickly smothers it with a hand to her mouth. I watch in shock as she squeezes her eyes closed and takes a deep breath. "You of all people should know this," she eventually says once she opens her eyes again. Her look is impatient and frustrated, and then she huffs again. "Look, Lilly, this is not your fault." I wince and she rolls her eyes. "Okay, it's a little your fault, you did let Aaronn bring us here," she agrees. "But it's done, and you know I can't undo a bonding ceremony. I'm bonded to Lachlan now, and that's forever."
I’m quiet for a long time, trying to process her words, trying to understand. "What do you mean I, of all people, should know this?" I feel a prickling on the back of my neck, an intuitive nudge from my magic. When I look at my sister, she is staring at me with a frown between her brows.
"Of all people, you should know what it's like to be bonded," she says slowly. "Lachlan is a part of me now." A hysterical laugh slips out as she adds, "All the time. I'm never alone. If it's not Lachlan's voice in my head then it's my visions." She starts pacing, tugging at the gold bands around her throat while her other hand gestures wildly in the air. "I don't know anything anymore. I feel like I'm losing my mind." She turns to me suddenly. "How do you do it? How do you know which thoughts are yours and which are…magic?" She stops, seeming to notice my silence at last, but I can't think past the panic overwhelming me.
"Aaronn and I are bonded?" I ask at last. I don't know why I ask because I know the answer, my magic has already whispered a taunting yes, but there's still a part of me trying to deny it. Sara is staring at me in confusion, her eyes blinking rapidly.
"Aren't you?" Her expression changes from confusion to fury, and striding forward, she grabs my shoulders in her two hands and shakes me. She's taller than me and stronger; I feel her fingers digging into my shoulders, almost painfully. "Are you and Aaronn bonded?"
It takes a long time for me to respond but eventually, she drags a dumb nod out of me. I open my mouth to say something but close it again. As she continues to stare at me, I try again. I feel like a gaping fish, my mouth opening and closing as I try to find the words.
"I didn't know," I say and then repeat it. "I didn't know. I mean, I knew there was something between us...we're connected, we're," I break off in shock. "We're bonded," I say under my breath and shake her off me.
"Lilly, how could you not know?"
I stare at her blankly. Did I miss my own wedding? How could I be married to Aaronn? The truth slams into me and leaves me gasping. All this time, Aaronn knew the truth. I thought I loved him, but it wasn't love; it was magic. I reach out to steady myself, and feeling the cold stone beneath my palm, I curl my fingers into a fist, enjoying the abrasive scrape of the stone against my fingers, anything to distract me from the pain that's charging around inside me. Aaronn doesn't love me. It’s only magic.
Of course, he never said he did. I blink back my tears, shocked now at my own stupidity. Aaronn never said he loved me; he desired me and he wanted to keep me safe but he always knew this thing between us wasn't love. This whole time I thought we were falling in love but he knew the truth. There is nothing between us but a spell to bind us. I could be anyone, any woman, and he would have this same connection with her. He could be any other man, and I would feel the same. My stomach clenches at this thought; I don't want any other man. I want Aaronn. But not like this, never like this.




Chapter 19
AARONN
Warm spiced wine... if Lachlan wanted a way to lull me into honesty, then he's found it. I inhale deeply before taking my first sip, feeling the warm spicy liquid slip down my throat. Closing my eyes I hum a satisfied sigh. It's been a long time since I had this drink; it must be years. I'm tracing back through the years, trying to pinpoint the exact time, and then it hits me. The winter I was appointed to the role of Commander. When my eyes snap open, Lachlan is smiling at my bemused expression.
"You sent me a crate of wine when I was appointed Commander. Why?"
Lachlan places the bottle of wine beside the fire to keep it warm and takes a seat in the armchair beside mine. He scrubs a hand over his beard before answering with a shrug.
"Your appointment deserved at least a crate of wine, Aaronn. All of Emuria know what the Sorayans are like — the superior race," he smirks as he says it. "For them to appoint a Torin man as Commander." A smile breaks across his usually stern face. "I would love to have seen the faces of the council members, especially that weasel Warn." He chuckles softly, drawing a smile from me at last.
He's not wrong about Warn, that Fae has always hated me. I close my hands around the glass, feeling the warmth sinking into my palms, soothing me the same way the spices and alcohol are relaxing me, lulling me into complacency, I realize with a start and force myself upright. There are too many things we need to discuss.
"Lachlan, we need your help. Luneda has —" A sharp pain rips through my chest and I stare at Lachlan in horror before looking back at my wine, but no…no, it's not me. It's not my pain I'm feeling. "Lilly."
From some distant part of my mind, I hear glass shatter on the stone floor. I'm out of my chair and running from the room, scanning each passage. Lilly's pain is filling me up; I'm drowning in it but I let it take over me, using it as a trace to find her. The first few Fae I pass, quickly jump out of my way but when I start down a passage in the eastern wing of the castle three warriors step in front of me, faces stern as they attempt to bar my way.
"Get out of my way," I growl quietly in warning. Their eyes stare through me impersonally.
"These are the Queen's private quarters. Only the King has access to this side of the castle," the largest of the warriors intones. He doesn't get a chance to say anything more, using only my magic I toss him against the wall and pin him to it. The other two attempt to grab me but I do the same to them. I leave all three pinned to the wall and stride down the passage, still tracking Lilly. A young Fae stares at me open-mouthed and then, with a trembling hand, points me towards a door at the end of the passage.
"Lilly," I'm calling her name before I even open the door and she turns as I burst into the room. She stares at me, an expression on her face that has me grinding to a halt halfway across the room. She's looking at me like I've struck her and when I take another step closer, she jerks back, out of reach. I search the room for a threat, for the cause of her pain, but there's nothing out of place and no sign of danger. Nothing physical as far as I can see and I've scanned every inch of her in that brief moment, yet…that pain is still there. It's not dissipating.
The cold look on Sara's face sets my blood simmering. "What did you say to her? What have you done?"
Her eyes narrow dangerously before a harsh laugh bursts from her lips. "Me? Uh uh, Mr. Big Black Warrior, this one's on you. You did this." She points at Lilly, who is now stepping further away from me, her eyes widening as she stares at me. My gaze swings back to Sara. She's no longer laughing and the cold fury I see on her face reminds me of her aunt, Luneda. At that moment, she looks so much like her it sends a shiver down my spine. "How did you do it? How did you perform a bonding ceremony with my sister without her knowledge?" Sara's voice is low but no less threatening because of it.
Dread slices through me when I look at Lilly, willing her to let me in, but she's shaking her head. Her eyes are full of the hurt I've caused her. Sara's right, I did this to her. The room is silent but I sense Sara working herself up into a fight but I don't want to look at her now; the only person I want to talk to is Lilly.
"Lilly, remember when I said we needed to talk?"
"Are we bonded?" It's little more than a whisper. When I say nothing, her eyes widen, annoyance streaking across her face. "That's your secret? The thing you have to tell me, and I might be angry about it?" Her sarcasm slips through as her pain turns into anger.
"How?" Sara repeats her question but her gaze is on someone behind me and turning, I find Lachlan standing in the doorway, his face inscrutable. Standing this close to him, I see the banked anger in his gaze before he exhales loudly and drops his gaze to the floor. When he raises his head again, his eyes are wiped clean of emotion and he turns to me.
"To transport them across the veil?" he asks, and I nod sharply, not surprised that he figured it out that quickly. Any Fae with knowledge of the Portals would know. He sighs again and turns to Sara. "A bond was needed to transport your family across the veil. Usually, it's a blood bond, a parent with a child. Only the most powerful magicians can travel freely between the two worlds, like your mother. Or Aaronn." He nods in my direction but then pauses and sucks in a breath as though reluctant to go on. "For Aaronn to transport your family across the veil, he needed to be bonded by blood." He hesitates again, his eyes flicking in Lilly's direction. "Blood or marriage are the only two ways to transport Fae or humans across the veil."
There is silence again in the room. Throughout that explanation, Lilly hasn't taken her eyes off me, as though she's cataloging my reaction to Lachlan's words.
"The reason we can read each other, this thing between us — it's because we're bonded?"  I nod, but Sara speaks before I get a chance to.
"How?" She is shaking with frustration. "Without her knowledge? Without her vow? I don't understand how she can be bonded without her agreement."
Lachlan is stubbornly silent, although I suspect he knows the truth. Not taking my eyes off Lilly, I answer Sara's question. "Your mother brought each of you to Soraya as babies. For the blood allegiance ceremony."
"You mean, literally a blood bond? Like a blood pact?" Sara throws her hands up in the air in frustration, and I drag my eyes from Lilly to look at her. "Could Emuria get any more archaic and backward if they tried? In this day and age?" She's pacing and tugging at the marriage rings around her neck; if she's not careful, she'll rip them off. Glancing at Lachlan, I see him watching his wife, his eyes narrowed in on her neck, waiting. I've seen predators tend to their prey with less piercing attention. 
But Lilly hasn't moved; she is still watching me, her eyes scanning all around me, searching for something. "Lilly, your mother always intended for her children to return to Soraya. She bonded you to the Royal family; she performed the blood ceremony. That ceremony ties your blood to the throne."
"What does this have to do with anything? How did you marry my sister without her consent?" Sara's voice is overly loud and I squeeze my eyes shut to block her out, but she growls in frustration, refusing to be ignored. "What you're saying still doesn't explain anything."
"Yes, it does," Lachlan's voice is quiet behind me, but it manages to halt Sara's pacing. She turns to stare at her husband. "If your blood is tied to the throne, then you belong to the Queen. She has the power to give Lilly to Aaronn." He's silent for a moment, but the tightening of his jaw warns me of more. "In the same way she gave you to me."
Sara is shaking her head. "No. We had a bonding ceremony. I said vows."
Like me, Lilly is now watching Sara and Lachlan, both of us holding our breaths to hear what he will say. A smirk twists his lips up. It's almost a smile but the look in his eyes is too hard, too calculating. "I didn't need your vows, Sara. That was a courtesy I offered you — so you would feel better about this marriage. You were bonded to me before you ever left Soraya."
Sara only stands there blinking at her husband; a myriad of emotions cross her face, hurt, betrayal, fear. Then sucking in a breath, she seems to master them all, and what remains on her face is a banked fury. My attention caught on Sara, I don't realize Lilly has moved away from me until I see her slip past Lachlan, disappearing out the door. I'm two steps behind her when Lachlan's hand wraps around my arm.
"Give her time," he says quietly.
I glare at him and tug my arm free. He lets me go, but the warning look in his eyes stills my feet and I clench my hands into fists and hang my head. He's right. Lilly needs time.
LILLY
"For the record, I think this is a terrible idea," I mutter. Sara only rolls her eyes at me.
"If you want to stay and play the good and obedient little wife, then, by all means, you stay, and while you're playing nice with your husband, you can tell mine where to stick all his rules." She storms off without me and I'm forced to follow.
"That's not what I'm saying, and you know it," I hiss as quietly as possible but then give up trying to talk to her and tug my coat tighter around my shoulders. The cold up here in the mountains has me chilled from the inside out. Or maybe that's the news I just learned about Aaronn — my husband! I still can't get used to that word.
How can I be married? No, no, no. I want to scream I'm so frustrated, but of course, I can't do that. We've managed to evade the sentries guarding the fortress walls and the scouts patrolling the valley below it. Sara's idea, of course. She was the only one who came looking for me after that scene in her chambers. The men went off drinking — of course, they did. What made me think Fae men would behave differently from those I know back home? A fight with the wife and any man I know heads straight for the nearest pub. It shouldn't hurt.
"We're nearly there," Sara's voice comes back to me in a whisper. I'm following her down a narrow trail. Slowly. This path has not been cleared of snow like the others around the city, and I grimace at the trail of footprints we're leaving. It won't be hard to find us — should anyone bother to stop drinking and try. I huff indignantly, my breath steaming in front of my face. Oh, dear god, it's so cold. I tuck the collar of my coat up around my neck and bury my hands in the deep pockets. I swear my nose will fall off my face in this cold. I don't know how Sara has survived here for the last month. It's intolerable, yet Sara doesn't appear to feel the cold. She's clambering down the mountain path as nimble as any wild animal. Unlike the coat I've borrowed, hers fits her perfectly, and her arms swing at her side, loose and free. There is a vibrant energy about her, a happiness. Is that because she's leaving Rohn or something else? I can't figure my sister out.
Ahead of us, Sara's friend Arlen is leading us toward the Rohn Portal. I don't know how Sara convinced him to help us. I would say I'm grateful, but I don't think I am. Running out on Aaronn feels wrong; it feels reckless. But I couldn't let Sara go on her own, and I'm nearly sure she would have left without me. She's that stubborn. My foot slides on an icy patch, and I grab at the nearest rock and hang on there for a minute, breathing hard. I only just managed to smother my scream. I may not think this is a good idea, but there's no way I want to get caught. Lachlan is way too intimidating and when he finds Sara gone — let's just say I don't want to be anywhere near him when he does. I catch my breath, watching the other two scampering down the mountain without me and resign myself to following.
When I walked out of that room earlier, I was hoping Aaronn would follow. I wanted to talk to him without the Sara and Lachlan fireworks show. When this is over, I'll have to get her to tell me what's happening between them. But not now. Right now, I have to keep Sara in sight so I don't get lost in the mountains and freeze to death. I needn't have worried. Sara and Arlen have stopped around the next bend. My gaze bounces back and forth between them, my curiosity getting the better of me. There is a hum of magic in the air; I can feel it brushing against my skin, teasing me. It almost makes me smile, and then I see it…the Portal. The path runs between two large overhanging boulders, and there, in that tunnel created by those boulders, pulses the Portal. Excitement thrums through me, chasing a shiver up my spine; I grin at my sister when I see that same buzzing energy around her, her face lit up with it. My energy dims for a moment as I consider what we're about to do, and I have to ask even though I know what Sara will say. I have to be the cautious one; it's who I am. 
"Sara, are you sure?" She glares at me and turns away, answering me without saying a word. I try to reason one more time. "Going back to Soraya without help is reckless. Aaronn and I came here to ask Lachlan for support. For warriors. And now you have us skipping back to the palace on our own. The Queen will have us locked up the second we set foot in Soraya, and then what, Mrs. I-can-do-everything-myself?"
"We're not skipping," Sara mutters crossly. "And besides, we're not alone. We have Arlen."
Arlen sends Sara a grieved look. "You know the King will fire me when he realizes I helped you?"
"He can't fire you and besides, how will he ever find out?" She reassures him with a wide smile. "All I need you to do is power up the Portal and use your magic to open a channel to Lycium Wood. That's it, I promise. I won't ask another thing of you."
Arlen huffs impatiently, and casting a look in my direction, he mutters, "For the record, I'm with you on this one. This is definitely a bad idea." I bite back a smile and notice even Sara is smirking now, enjoying the sparring.
"Come on." Sara nudges Arlen towards the Portal. "Charge it up, and then you need to get back to the castle and cover for us when they realize we're missing."
"I thought you weren't going to ask anything more from me?"
Sara grins. "Only that one teeny weeny thing more."
"I am so fired," Arlen mutters but steps up to the Portal anyway.
"He's not going to fire you. You're the best magician he has," Sara says dismissively. "Lachlan is not a fool. I'll say that for him," she adds quietly, her fingers absently fiddling with the gold bands at her throat before she throws off her pensive mood. "Come on, Mrs. Doomsday," she says to me and nods her head towards the Portal. "We have a Queen to vanquish, a war to stop, and husbands to annoy," Sara says the last with a wicked smile and it comes to me then. She's not running away from Lachlan; she's doing this to see if he'll follow her.
And what am I doing?
Sara doesn't give me a chance to consider my answer. She tugs on my hand and pushes me ahead of her through the Portal. I only have time to see her blow Arlen a kiss before I'm whisked away in a white flash of light. I reach the pulsing doorway on the other side and step through quickly, knowing Sara is right behind me. And yes, I barely have my feet on the forest floor, and Sara comes barrelling through the Portal with a loud laugh.
"I love traveling like that." She dances around the forest clearing while I cast nervous looks in every direction. She doesn't seem to realize we're in danger. How do I make her stop? But then she does, and her face softens as she studies me. "Lilly, we're going to be okay. I didn't do this on a whim." She steps closer and takes my hand. "I know you think I'm doing this to annoy Lachlan, but I'm not, I promise," she says. "That's just one of the perks," she adds with that same wicked grin I spotted on her face earlier.
I roll my eyes and tug my hand away from her. "The quickest way to the city is the route we walked with Aaronn that first day."
"Lead on, sister of mine and fearless leader. My Queen."
"What are you talking about?" I snap over my shoulder, but Sara grins, unphased by my mood. She taps her forehead with her index finger.
"I've seen it, Lilly. You will be Queen of Soraya." I nearly trip over my feet and she reaches out a hand to steady me, laughing all the time. I glance around nervously.
"Sara, please lower your voice," I hiss, and then I can't help myself. "What else have you seen?" I want to ask about Aaronn. She knows, too; I can see it in her teasing smile, and that taunting look on her face is practically begging me to ask. I'm scared of the answer, though. Eventually, she sighs and tucks my hand through her arm, pulling me to walk beside her.
"Lilly, my visions showed us traveling to Soraya, to the palace. You and me. There was no danger in the vision. Believe me, I know the difference by now. My magic…" Her voice trails off and she frowns. "It's hard to explain, but when my visions are trying to warn me of danger, they feel different or look different; the colors are different." She stops and huffs in frustration. "It's hard to explain, but please trust me?" she implores, serious for the first time since leaving Rohn Castle. "My magic is telling me we must do this; we must go to Soraya. I couldn't wait for Lachlan to agree. He doesn't believe in my visions or my magic and…" She pulls a face. "I've never met a Fae or human who likes to plan as much as Lachlan. It's infuriating. We'd be in that castle making plans for the next week if I told him I wanted to go to Soraya. That Fae man doesn't have an impulsive bone in his body, and he's a control freak. I'm not joking, Lilly. That Fae has serious control issues."
"He does?" I try to keep my voice innocent, but she hears the sly innuendo in my question and rolls her eyes.
"Get your mind out of the gutter. I haven't slept with him. We were only married this morning," she adds indignantly and then huffs and rolls her eyes. "I don't know why I was complaining about being separated from all of you. I can tell you my life was a lot more peaceful without you lot in it."
I laugh softly and squeeze her arm. "I missed you too. Who knew that was possible?"
"Mmmm… It's been a pretty crap year, hasn't it?"
I want to agree with Sara and, of course, she's right but my magic is nudging at me, reminding of my time in the crater with Aaronn. Those three days were the highlight of my year, maybe even my life. It hurts too much to acknowledge that, though, so I mumble an agreement. "Here's hoping next year will be better."
"It can't get any worse," Sara says in return, and then we fall into silence.
It will be Christmas next week, and that thought sends a longing through me that nearly knocks me to the forest floor. I want to go home. I want to go back to Cork. I stumble and quickly right myself, my heart thumping loudly in my chest.
"You okay?" Sara asks over her shoulder; she's taken up the lead position as we walk through the forest.
"How about we go home after this?" I ask, longing for my home and a big Christmas tree and my family sitting around the fire arguing about which crappy Christmas movie to watch but Sara's voice is hesitant when she answers.
"Let's see what happens at the palace."




Chapter 20
AARONN
"Sit down, Aaronn. If you continue with your pacing, I'll have to order new rugs." Lachlan points at the chair to his left and glares at me, impatience stamped all over his face. "She'll be here shortly. Both of them. They're not going to go without dinner."
I wish I was as confident of that as he is. He doesn't seem to realize how stubborn the O'Driscoll women are.
"I haven't seen Lilly since this morning; she's avoiding me." I huff out a frustrated breath, rub a hand over my head and continue pacing, ignoring Lachlan's exaggerated sigh. "She's pulled her shields up. I don't even know where she is. She could be anywhere."
"Can you stop thinking about your wife for five minutes?" Lachlan snaps.
"Can you stop thinking about yours?" I growl back at him and I see I've hit my mark by the smirk that touches his lips. He sighs and pours a large glass of wine, holding it up to me.
"Have a drink. Try to relax. We have a lot to discuss and the women will join us soon." I take the glass he holds out to me, but when I remain standing, he adds. "If it will make you feel better, I'll send my brother to find them." At my sharp nod, he stands and steps out of the room to speak to someone in the passage.
"Thank you," I say when he returns, but he shrugs it away.
"It is no matter. Arlen will find them. He always knows where Sara is." He frowns as he says this, brooding into his wine glass.
"Your brother?"
Lachlan nods and rubs his jaw, fingers scraping against his black beard. He looks nothing like the boy I remember; the lanky prince with long, black hair. Lachlan has grown into his long legs and is as tall as me but broader, all muscle and honed strength. This is no throne room King – it's clear that Lachlan spends as much time training with his warriors as he does debating with his councilors. But is he kind? That was Lilly’s question and so far, I still don't have an answer for her.
"Come now. We have things to discuss," he says, draining his glass. "I propose we send word to the other kingdoms. A meeting between the royal families of Emuria is long overdue. Everyone must be told what Luneda has done."
"She must be allowed to defend herself," I interject. When Lachlan looks at me in silence, I add half-heartedly. "She deserves that much. We don't know how much of this plan was hers and how much was Cathmor's influence."
"From what you've told me, it sounds like Luneda and Cathmor conspired to overthrow King Hagen. Cathmor wanted control of the Ruark army and Luneda wanted the Dark Wood's Portal. It's a simple plan, Aaronn, and"— he pauses and eyes me sternly—"hard to defend. Many years have passed since a Fae attempted to overthrow one of the Royal families. Trust it to be a Sorayan to do so now."
"I understand your dislike of Sorayans, Lachlan, but you are married to one now," I warn him. I already consider Sara a sister and I will not allow Lachlan to disrespect her.
“Sara is human, not Sorayan. That is the only reason I agreed to the bonding. I knew Luneda had not had enough time to corrupt her." I stare at him in amazement, and then the humor in the situation has me hanging my head and laughing into my hands.
"You would choose a human woman over a Sorayan one?" I ask him when I manage to get my laughter under control.
"Every single time," he says emphatically, confused by my question, and that makes me laugh harder. My prejudice against Lilly's human blood seems ridiculous in the light of this revelation. Perhaps Lachlan is right; I've allowed Sorayan prejudices to influence me for too long.
The O' Driscolls are skilled magicians, each in their own way — and they are half-human. It might be time to acknowledge that the human race is not as weak as I once thought it. Aisleen has always maintained that the link between our realms is worth protecting.
"I owe you an apology." Lachlan's voice cuts through my thoughts and the heaviness in its timbre wipes the smile from my face. "My only excuse" —he hangs his head and stares at the table for a long time—"is no excuse," he says, looking back at me and shaking his head with a frown. "Please have a seat, Aaronn. There are things I need to tell you before the women arrive." His face hardens as he waits for me to take a seat, and my hand clenches into a fist at his commanding tone. "You need to know this — especially as you seem determined to defend Luneda." At hearing those words a cold chill slithers down my spine but I unclench my fist and take a seat. "A few years after your parents' death, an investigation was requested."
"Who requested it?" I interrupt sharply.

"Your family, your uncle, to be precise."
"The same uncle who wouldn't take me in when my mother died?" I can't help the belligerence in my tone; this has always been a sore point for me and it's the reason I have never returned to Torin. Breanna is the only member of my family I have spoken to since leaving the plains.
"Yes," he answers, ignoring my tone. "They were suspicious. For both your parents to die in such unusual circumstances and both so young."
"My father lost his way in a snow storm. That is not so unusual. It happens all the time."
"Fae lose their way in snow storms all the time, that is true, but your father was no ordinary Fae. He was a Tracker. He could have gone through ten snowstorms one after the other and still not lost his way."
I'm forced to swallow back the bile rising up my throat. I know where this is going. "My mother?" My voice is scratchy as I ask.
"A young woman in perfect health — she died in her sleep. There was no explanation for it."
"If their deaths were so suspicious, why wait years to do an investigation?"
Lachlan taps his thumb on the table while he considers my question. "We don't know. My father was still alive when your uncle made the request. We were only boys at the time. All I can tell you is what I was told and what your uncle has relayed to me since then. He believes he was put under an Influencer spell and it wasn't until the spell wore off that he considered an investigation."
My eyes snap shut. I don't want to see that knowing look on his face. This information changes everything, it rewrites all the years I spent at the palace. An Influencer powerful enough to enforce their will through hypnosis. There are very few Fae who can wield Influencer magic to that degree but Luneda is one of them.
"Why would she do that?"
"Luneda showed up in Torin soon after your mother's death. The tribe remembers a meeting between your uncle and Luneda. Your uncle does not. You left that same day with Luneda, and he informed the tribe that you would not be returning." He falls silent for a minute, giving me a chance to think, and then says, "The spell wore off, as spells do — but you had already spent years in Soraya — as a ward of the Queen herself. It seemed like a life of privilege and power, especially as you climbed the ranks in the royal army."
"Did she do me a kindness?" I ask the question quietly, almost afraid of the answer.
"That is not the question you need to ask. We have conclusive proof that Luneda was involved in the deaths of both your parents. Witnesses have come forward over the years," he adds to my unasked question. "The only thing we don't know is — why? Why did Luneda want you so badly that she was willing to kill your parents to get you?" A young Fae man enters the room, interrupting our conversation, and both Lachlan and I turn towards the doorway.
"You were looking for me, brother?" The fresh-faced Fae is tall and elegant, his eyes alight with mischief and a sharp intelligence that I like immediately. As I study them the only similarity I can find is in the shape of their eyes and their height. They are polar opposites. This brother is like a burst of sunlight next to Lachlan’s brooding darkness.
"My wife. Have you seen her?" Lachlan asks, frowning up at his brother.
Instead of answering Lachlan, his brother turns towards me and bows his head in acknowledgment. There is a touch of curiosity in his gaze that I find unnerving, and I frown to disguise my discomfort.
"Aaronn, this is my brother and my heir, Arlen." I watch the younger Fae wince at this introduction.
"Must you do that?" he asks Lachlan.
"Introduce you as my heir? Yes. You deserve the respect of that title, and if I have to beat your worth into every Fae in this castle, then I will." A wealth of communication passes between the brothers with that statement, and Arlen is the one to back down first.
"Aaronn, Commander of the Sorayan army, it is a pleasure to meet you. I have heard much about you."
"If all of this news came from my wife, I doubt any of it has been flattering." Arlen's mouth twitches in amusement, but he turns then to Lachlan and sighs. The regret on his face appears sincere, and that unease I've been avoiding all day rears its head. Lilly is gone. I know it before Arlen utters a word. Lachlan must know it, too, for he groans, drops his head back, and stares up at the ceiling. For so long, I'm tempted to shake him, but he seems to get a hold of his temper and looks at his brother again.
"Why and how?"
"You know why," Arlen says steadily. "Sara won't listen to anyone. All I could do was minimize the damage." My hands are clenched on the table's edge while I listen to this exchange. Arlen notices my distress and sends me an apologetic look. "Lilly didn't like the plan. She tried to convince Sara to stay and talk to you." He shrugs. "You know Sara, once she's set her mind on something, there's no changing it."
I swear I'm going to throttle Sara with my bare hands. If anything happens to Lilly…
"The Portal?" Lachlan asks as he stands. Arlen nods. "Where have they gone? Back to Cork?"
Arlen's hands come up as if to ward his brother off before he says, "This is the part you're not going to like."
"Get to the point, Arlen."
"They are on their way to the palace in Soraya."
Nobody speaks. I feel panic clawing at my chest to get out. Lilly and Sara don't know how dangerous Luneda is – they've never seen what she can do with her magic.
LILLY
At the foot of the Edana mountain range, before the soft meadow turns to rocky terrain, we find a place to rest. I use my magic to pull a protection shield around us and then I slip off into the deepest sleep of my life. At dawn, we continue our hike through the mountains. We are both silent during the day, unusual for Sara. I was prepared for a round of nosy questions, but she seems reluctant to talk and lost in her own thoughts.
At last, we reach the golden suspension bridge. It vibrates gently, welcoming us and after a quick glance in my direction, Sara shrugs and steps through. When I follow her through the shield, she mutters over her shoulder. "Don't take all day about it."
I give her the finger, but she only grins and strides off across the bridge. As for me, I suck in a breath and remind myself that I defeated the most evil magician in Emuria, and if I can do that, then I can cross this bridge. It turns out the worst part isn't the height but the memory of Aaronn standing on this bridge with me, his hands on my shoulders. And then that memory is followed swiftly by the memory of our kiss beneath the bridge.
Enough. No more thinking about Aaronn.
Sara waits for me on the other side and we study our surroundings, peering into the tunnel and turning our eyes to the mountain paths above us. No guards wait for us. In fact, there is no one around at all. The tracks seem deserted.
"What did your vision show you?" I whisper, not trusting this strange silence.
"Us, here." She shrugs. "That's all, but it was a positive vision."
We use the tunnel to reach the open square and ascend cautiously, sticking to the shadows. The square is empty. I have never seen it empty. Not once in my two months in Soraya have I ever seen this square empty, not even at night. It is the middle of the day now, and there isn't a single Fae to be seen.
"I don't like this," I mutter under my breath, and Sara looks nervous now too. I watch her eyes flick from one side of the square to the other before turning back to me. "I know; we have to cross it," I say with a sigh and fix my hair back from my face into a tight ponytail. I check that my dagger is still strapped to my belt and then give the signal to cross. Sara smirks, but she follows, jogging quickly at my side. I'm waiting for a hail of arrows to fall down on us but nothing happens. Nothing. No one challenges us. There is no one to even witness our passage across the square, and when we reach the courtyard gate, it swings open easily. We step inside and wait, gauging our surroundings. The garden is as empty as the square.
"Where is everyone?" Sara asks at my side. I shake my head but point ahead as I notice two warriors standing guard beside the main entrance. I hear her sharply indrawn breath and reach for hand, squeezing it gently.
"Your visions led us here. They wouldn't do that if it was the wrong course for us."
She turns to me in surprise, her eyes suspiciously bright. "You trust my visions?"
I squeeze her hand again. "Of course, that is your magic. You're a Seer."
"Or maybe I'm just crazy," she says with a tremulous smile.
I shrug. "You were always crazy." She twists my hand back; I yelp, then laugh and yank my hand away. "Now you're a crazy lady and a Seer," I say with a grin. "Come on. We've come this far." By the time we cross the garden and reach the main entrance, the warriors are holding the doors open for us, their faces impassive as always. We step through and I grimace at Sara. "What do you think?"
She only shrugs. There are a few Fae inside the palace but nowhere near the number I'm used to seeing here. The atmosphere is subdued and tomb-like. We walk forward hesitantly, expecting someone to stop us, but no one does. A few of the Fae glance our way, but most ignore us. Sara's eyes are wide in her face, and I'm sure mine aren't much better. What is going on?
"Throne room?" I mouth rather than voice it, the atmosphere lending itself to whispers. Sara nods and we find our way towards the one room where we're most likely to find the Queen. "What's the plan?" I ask when we’re standing outside those gold doors.
"Tell her that our mother is alive. And… stop a war?" Sara suggests with a helpless shrug. "Honestly, I have no idea. My vision didn't show me anything more than this. This moment right now," she adds with a frown looking about us. Just as she says this, we're approached by a Fae man in palace colors. 
"The Queen has been expecting you," he says while bowing deeply. Sara and I look at each other over his bowed back.
"Oh." As articulate as ever, that's all I manage to say. When he turns to lead us in a different direction to the throne room, I raise my eyebrows at Sara but again, she just shrugs.
Stop shrugging, I want to scream at her. 
"Um, where are you taking us?" I ask the Fae. He does not slow down, and we're forced to speed up to keep up with him.
"The Queen is meeting with her councilors, but she left word that I was to bring you to her as soon as you arrived."
"Why is the palace so quiet?" I ask him, talking to his back as he hurries ahead of us.
"We are in mourning."
Dread fills me; the Queen is putting her plans for war into motion. She has told Soraya that our mother is dead. Even now, she will be convincing the councilors that a war is necessary.
The servant stops before a closed door, and after knocking, he pushes it open and indicates for us to enter. He does not join us and I only have time to notice a large table in the center of the room and many heads turned in our direction before the door snaps shut behind us. I startle at the closing snap, and search the room for the Queen. I find her seated at the table with the others and my eyes graze over all of them. Ten Fae in total and the Queen. Sara's startled gasp forces me to return my gaze to the Queen, and my own breath catches; I blink and want to rub my eyes. Am I imagining this?
My mother is seated in the golden chair at the head of the table. She watches us for a long minute, waiting for us to approach. Not Luneda, my mother. Sucking in a nervous breath I release it slowly. My eyes dart around the room, and I notice Owain standing to the side. He meets my eyes and nods a silent greeting. What are they doing here? They're meant to be in Cork. Away from here. Safe. Sara tugs me forward with her, and my eyes land back on my mom as I take hesitant steps towards the head of the table. As we near, my mom pushes to her feet and smiles.
"Councillors, I would like to take this opportunity to introduce my two eldest girls." Her gaze travels around the table to encompass everyone present. "I was surprised to hear they were never presented to you during their time at the palace."
"Indeed," a Fae man of older years speaks up now. "Luneda always liked her secrets, and while we were aware of humans staying in the palace, we assumed the Queen was gathering orphans again." His cold voice drips with disdain. "Like the boy from Torin."
My mother raises an imperious eyebrow. "By the boy from Torin, I assume you mean the Commander of the Royal Army? And, my son-in-law," she adds with a warning note in her voice. After the shocked silence that follows this, Aisleen smiles to soften her words. "It appears my sister did like her secrets." She holds out her arm. "Girls, come closer." She steps out from behind the table and moves to stand beside us. "Councilors, may I present Lilly, my heir, and wife of our esteemed Commander." Her eyes hold on the Fae who dared voice his criticism of Aaronn, and I want to hug my fierce mother. "And my second eldest, Sara, Queen of Rohn."
Disbelief falls like a heavy mantel across the room. If it could go any quieter, then that pronouncement would have done it. I glance at my sister. Her face is frozen into the icy mask I remember from our first encounter in Rohn. I drop into my heart, wanting to understand what she's feeling. The mini tornadoes are swirling around her head again and a slash of red crosses her chest. Sara is angry and confused. This is her first time seeing our mom. That would be emotional enough but walking into this council room and discovering our mother presiding over these councilors as Queen...
"Forgive my sudden departure, councilors. A reunion with my daughters is long overdue. We will resume these discussions tomorrow." The councilors all stand and bow their heads in deference to their Queen. Sara has gone rigid beside us, and it takes my mother's hand on her elbow to shift her from the room. The red is pulsing around her heart, growing larger, and I wish Aaronn was here to send some soothing magic to my sister. "Smile, girls, and play the game." My mother's voice is pitched low enough that only we hear her. I dutifully play along, but when I glance at Sara, not only is she not smiling, but her eyes are narrowed into a fierce glare.
The door opens and once we pass through, it snaps closed with a flick of my mother’s wrist. I've never seen my mother use her magic; it's another stark reminder that our lives truly are changed forever. We can never resume our lives…not the way they were. My fantasy of us returning to our lives in Cork is just that, a fantasy. We all have magic…and we're all different now because of it.
My mother pauses outside the closed door, listening, and a smile slips across her face at the sudden tumult of voices coming from within. She shakes her head and turns her attention to us, her eyes moving back and forth between us. She steps closer then and pulls Sara in for a fierce hug, ignoring the sullen look.
"I know, my darling. Lilly told me that Luneda sent you to King Lachlan. I'm sorry I wasn't here to help you. So sorry." She pulls back and studies Sara's face. "I'm sorry," she says again, and Sara's façade cracks, tears wash her face, and she flings herself into our mother's arms again.
"I've missed you," Sara whispers. "I'm just happy you're safe." She pulls back and looks at our mother, a frown creasing her brow. "Are you safe? Where's Luneda? Why are you Queen?"
"One question at a time, Sara," our mother chides. "Luneda is dead." She looks at us to gauge our reactions. Although shocked, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't a little relieved.
"I'm sorry for your loss," I say automatically to my mother, not knowing what else to say.
"I'm not," says my mother shockingly, before linking her arms through ours and walking us down the passage. "You arrived earlier than I expected. Where are your husbands?"
"We left them behind," Sara says, that sparkle returning to her eyes.
"We ran away," I correct, and Sara rolls her eyes at me.
"They will be here shortly then," our mother says. "I doubt Aaronn will let more than a few hours go by without following you, Lilly." She turns her attention to Sara. "And your Lachlan, will he follow you?"
"She wants him to," I manage to get in quickly.
"I don't care what he does," Sara says at the same time and then glares at me.
Our mother turns her gaze on Sara for a long, assessing moment. I'm sure she sees more than Sara wants her to see. 
"We will prepare a welcoming committee for King Lachlan," she says thoughtfully, her eyes never leaving Sara's face, and when that spark returns to my sister's eyes, I notice the smile on my mother's lips. "We will celebrate this alliance and publicly acknowledge your marriage. You too, Lilly." She turns to me. "It's time Soraya knew about your marriage to the Commander. I don't know what my sister hoped to achieve by keeping this all secret but knowing Luneda, I'm sure it was something diabolical."
"Oh great, I've only just learned that I'm married to Aaronn, but let's be sure to tell all of Soraya!" I can't help the sarcasm in my voice. My mother stops abruptly and turns to stare at me. 
"You didn't know you were married?" 
I shake my head and point at Sara. "Sara told me in Rohn."
My mother's eyes close and she heaves out a breath. "As I said, diabolical. Why do you think I left here all those years ago? But Aaronn knew?"
"Oh, yes, Aaronn knew we were married — the whole time. He just didn't think to tell me." My mother frowns but resumes walking. "How did Luneda die?" It finally occurs to me to ask.
"That is an interesting story and better coming from the source, I think." She stops outside a closed door and knocks firmly. "Lilly, Emyrs is waiting inside. She asked to speak with you." My mother keeps her arm firmly wrapped around Sara's as she indicates for me to go in. "Sara wants to tell me all about her new husband," she adds, lightly teasing my sister. "When you're finished with Emyrs, you will want to rest. For now, take the rooms you used when you first stayed at the palace." She leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. "Go now."
I watch my mom and sister walk away before I turn the handle and step inside. Emyrs is seated on a low divan on the other side of the room. She is paler than usual and dark smudges have stained the skin beneath her eyes. She stands as I cross the room, and looks behind me.
"Is Aaronn with you?" I shake my head and note the disappointment that flashes through her eyes before she forces out a smile. "I asked your mother if she would let me explain everything. I wanted to tell you the truth," she begins.




Chapter 21
AARONN
As we step off the golden bridge, the first thing I notice are the flower garlands adorning the tunnel gateway. Lachlan looks at me, a question in his eyes. This is his first visit to Soraya and I'm sure he's wondering if this is everyday décor for the city. I shake my head and peer down the tunnel, reluctant to enter it. Lachlan's escort of four warriors stands behind us, as silent now as they were on the journey across the mountains.
It's been three days since I last saw Lilly and the only reason we're walking and not running into this tunnel is the brief message she sent me two days ago. We're safe. That was all. When I tried to reach back, she shut the connection down. Lachlan has been closed-mouthed about Sara during the journey — if he's received any messages from her, he has not chosen to share them with me.
Bright festive banners hang across the tunnel walls. The message Soraya welcomes King Lachlan of Rohn is written on them in large letters. Lachlan and I share an uneasy look but keep our opinions to ourselves. I recognize the signs of a parade — but why would Luneda welcome Lachlan with such pomp and ceremony? 
Scanning the tunnels as we walk, I'm preparing for an ambush, and the tension in my body is nearly unbearable - and then I feel her…. Relax. Everything will be alright. I nudge at the connection between us, wanting more, but she's gone again. It's infuriating how she does that.
"What do you think?" Lachlan's question is pitched low, and I feel his warriors straining to hear my answer, all of them uneasy with this journey. No one from Rohn has set foot in the city in over twenty years. Lachlan's marriage to Sara was a step towards healing that rift, but it was a controversial decision for the Rohn King and an unpopular one amongst his Fae.
I know all this; I also know that the animosity between the Rohn and Sorayan Fae will take a long time to heal.
"Lilly assures me we're safe," I say quietly but as we approach the entrance to the square, we hear voices and music. It sounds like a celebration but it could be a trap.
"Are you sure you trust her?" Lachlan asks, listening to the noise coming from the square above us. 
"With my life," I say sincerely. He only nods in response, accepting my words. We climb the steps slowly; I might trust Lilly but Luneda is a different story.
At the top of the steps, we're forced to stop and wait; the square is crowded with Fae and the music is so loud that, at first, no one notices our arrival. Lachlan has one hand on the hilt of his sword, and I know if I was to turn around, I would see his warriors in a similar stance. I reach across and tap his hand lightly. Although he glares at me, he releases his sword and drops his arm to the side. He is still every inch the warrior but at least now, he will cross the square without a weapon in his hand.
In the time it takes for us to have this silent exchange, our arrival has been noted. A wave of silence washes over the square; the crowd parts and I see now that a dais has been erected beside the palace gates. Every building lining the square has been decorated with flower garlands and streamers, and stalls are bursting with cooked food and delicious treats, the scents making my stomach ache. It has been hours since we stopped to eat. 
What is Luneda up to? The skeptical look Lachlan throws me tells me he's wondering the same thing. I give him a subtle, one-shouldered shrug and indicate with a nod towards the dais, allowing him to precede me. The banners adorning the platform announce the arrival of King Rohn — whatever Luneda has planned, she is clearly highlighting the alliance between the two kingdoms. I walk on Lachlan's left but a step behind as fitting his royal status. The four warriors walk two abreast behind us. The crowd is silent, watching our progress.
Closer to the palace, I notice the warriors standing on either side of the dais and as I scan each face, I do a double-take and look back at the warrior standing closest to the Queen. Owain. I stare at my old friend, at first sure I must be imagining him but then he turns his head and meets my gaze; a quirk of his lips is all that hints at the amusement he's feeling. Tearing my gaze from him I search for Lilly. She is standing at the back of the dais, Sara beside her. Their eyes are trained straight ahead, refusing to look at us, and the choked laugh I hear from Lachlan tells me he's noticed this too.
The Queen stands in the middle of the dais; her eyes are on us, so she sees when I nearly fall over my feet in surprise. Her mouth twitches, but she maintains her regal countenance. She is so like Luneda that I find it hard to look away; the only difference is… Aisleen does not have Luneda's Influencer magic. She does not shimmer and dazzle in the same way Luneda would have in a crowd like this. Aisleen's power is a quieter force.
Leaning in toward Lachlan, I whisper at his shoulder, "It's Aisleen." His shoulders stiffen, but that is the only indication that he's heard me. He lowers his head to conceal the movement of his lips, and I hear him ask.
"Sara's mother?"
"Yes. It's not Luneda, it's her twin, Aisleen."
"Is this a trick?" I don't get a chance to answer his question as Aisleen chooses that moment to address the crowd.
"Soraya, today we welcome King Lachlan of Rohn into our city and into our hearts." She turns to face us again. "King Lachlan, you are welcome. We look forward to a peaceful future between our two kingdoms." With a soft, maternal smile, she turns to Sara. "Welcome your husband to our home, daughter." And at last, I understand. This is a show of solidarity and strength for all of Soraya. I scan the crowd, looking for the councilors and find them beside the dais. All of them except Warn. His absence will be noted but possibly that was his intention. This is his silent objection to the changes in Soraya.
Sara is stepping down from the platform and approaching us. She stops in front of Lachlan and drops into a low curtsey. A bright, artificial smile is plastered to her face when she rises.
"My King, you are welcome to Soraya. My heart is filled with joy at your arrival," her voice carries above the crowd so all can hear her message to her husband, but the traditional words sound stiff on her tongue, and as I watch, I notice the flare of humor in Lachlan's eyes. I have no doubt Sara is using her telepathy to communicate a very different message to her husband. Not that she needs telepathy. Sara has never been subtle.
"But that is not all we have to celebrate, Soraya." Aisleen's voice rises above the crowd. "Your esteemed Commander has returned to us safely." Her smile is warm as it lands on me. "I welcome him home not only as the Commander of my Army but as my new son-in-law." She turns then to Lilly and gives a small nod to encourage her.
Lilly descends the steps and walks towards me; I absorb every little detail, soaking up the sight of her. She is glowing, there is no other way to say it. Her gown is the colour of the lavender flowers that grow on the edge of Wynne Meadow and on her head, a silver tiara sparkles against her black hair. She is a faery princess shimmering with magic. No, not a princess. She is a Queen and her magic is so powerful it hums off her in waves that knock me back a step as the truth sinks in. Lilly doesn't need me; she never did. She has always had this power inside her.
As she reaches me, she drops into a low curtsy and when she rises, she says loudly, "My husband, welcome home. My heart is filled with joy at your safe return."
The phrase sounds as empty on her tongue as Sara's words a moment earlier. I bow my head to her, clenching my teeth in impatience but playing my part. All I want to do is pull her into my arms. I don't. My fingers clench at my side with the effort it takes to hold them still. She notices and her eyes flit to mine, too briefly, before she looks away.
Aisleen is addressing the crowd once more, assuring all of us that our union with the Rohn Kingdom will be prosperous for all of us. She talks about security, successful partnerships, and stability for the realm. It is a well-rehearsed speech and flows seamlessly, seeming to convince the crowd. I find it hard to concentrate, though, Lilly has moved to stand beside me and the accidental brush of her hand against mine makes it nearly impossible to remain in this square. I want to hold her and shake her and make her promise that she will never leave me again. Instead, she steps half a foot to her left, allowing a little gap between us. Stubbornly I want to lean in and close that gap.
I wait for Aisleen to finish her speech and then follow the procession through the palace gardens. In the crush of Fae moving towards the palace, I feel Lilly reach for my hand and tug on it gently. She leads me to the side of the procession and out of it entirely before she drops my hand and ducks beneath a low-hanging branch. On the other side of the wisteria tree is a door. It's usually locked, but when she turns the handle, it swings open. She doesn't wait for me but steps inside, expecting me to follow. Of course, I do.
"Someone wants to talk to you," she says as she closes and locks the door from the inside.
I don't care about anyone else. Lilly is the only person I want to see and the only person I want to talk to but she is stubbornly refusing to even meet my eyes. She leads us down a narrow passage. We're in the servant's wing of the palace and I know it well; I spent many hours down here when I was a child. The Queen might have taken me in as her ward, but the servants raised me, and these back passages were my playground when I could sneak away from my studies.
"Lilly, please." I don't get further than that as she stops suddenly and turns towards one of the closed doors in this passage. Her hand rests on the wood for a silent minute and then she turns to me at last. I sense her concern — for me. She opens her mouth to say something but then clearly changes her mind and snaps it shut; her eyes dart away again. 
"Where is Luneda?" I ask to break the silence and draw her out.
"Emyrs will explain."
"Lilly." She remains stubbornly silent. "We need to talk."
At that, she finally meets my gaze and, in that instant, I see a familiar flare of anger before she knocks loudly on the door. She looks over her shoulder then and says steadily. "It's too late for talking, Aaronn. I'm going away for a while." With that simple statement she's ripped the ground up from underneath my feet; I can't get my thoughts to line up with what she's just said.
"Where?" I growl, crowding her, looming over her, but she steps aside, coolly removing herself.
"I'm going home to Cork. I cannot stay in Soraya. Not now, not—" Her voice breaks and that is the first crack in her composure. She turns her head away so she's no longer looking at me. All I can see is the stubborn tilt of her jaw. "It's only a bond, Aaronn. Nothing else. It doesn't mean anything." Like hell it doesn't mean anything. "You won't even feel me once I leave this realm. We can pretend it never happened." I'm so shocked by her words that she's walking away before I find my tongue.
"Lilly!" I try calling her back but she ignores me.
"Aaronn?" Hearing my name, I turn around and see Emyrs standing in the doorway. She must see my confusion because she offers me a small, apologetic smile and says, "I asked Lilly to bring you to me."
I turn around, searching for Lilly, but she's gone. I want to go after her but something about Emyrs' fragility makes me hesitate. The Fae woman looks older than I remember, her skin pale and drawn across her cheeks. Her blonde hair is braided — it is the only way I have ever seen her wear it, but today it only emphasizes the dark hollows beneath her eyes.
"Emyrs? What's happened?"
"Will you come inside?" She holds the door open for me and I enter a small bedroom. A single bed, a side table, and a chair are all the room can hold. The only light comes from a window high up along the top of the wall, lending the space a shadowed and somber feeling. 
Emyrs closes the door and perches on the edge of the bed. She points at the chair.
"Please?"
I sit reluctantly. Nothing Emyrs has to say can be more important than talking to Lilly, yet I remain.
"Where is Luneda?" I ask when the silence stretches on, and I feel my impatience urging me to get this conversation finished.
"Dead."
I blink. Shake my head, blink again and try to understand the words. I've been traveling for days and I'm sure my exhaustion is finally catching up with me because Emyrs couldn't have just told me that Luneda is dead. But then all the pieces start to fall into place and the scene outside makes sense. I lean back and let my eyes fall closed for a moment. Luneda is dead and Aisleen is our new Queen.
"I killed her." My eyes pop open and my stunned silence goads her into continuing; everything else comes out in a rush. "She did not suffer. I want you to know that. I know you cared for her. She did not suffer," she reiterates.
"Why?"
She clasps her hands in her lap and wrings them together before looking at me; she looks away and then finally looks at me again, managing to hold my eyes this time. “I am your aunt, Aaronn. Your mother was my sister." The words slap me hard in the chest. I search Emyrs' face for clues, scanning her features, trying to find similarities in our faces. We are of the same height and have the same almond-shaped blue eyes, but that's where the similarities end. She is white and blonde, and I am dark-skinned with black hair. She seems to know what I'm thinking because she says quietly. "You look like your father but taller. You get your height from my sister."
"I don't understand."
"Luneda killed your parents and took you from Torin. I used magic to disguise my origins and followed you here. I wanted to be close to you. In case you ever needed me. You never did need me," she adds with a self-deprecating wince. "But I didn't want to leave you."
"And Luneda?"
"When I saw what she did to Aisleen's children, separating them, using them for her own ends…" She clenches her hands into fists unable to continue for a minute. "Truthfully, I've always been angry. When you were here, I managed to control it but then you and Lilly left and the Queen sent her warriors after you — I could not stop myself." She's wringing her hands again. "She didn't suffer."
"You already said that." I can't help how cold I sound, although I notice Emyrs wince at my tone.
"I poisoned her wine. Her heart stopped in her sleep. She —"
"Didn't suffer?" I finish for her with a raise of my eyebrows.
"Yes," she says quietly and hangs her head, avoiding my gaze now.
"Why did Luneda do all of this?" Lachlan and I discussed this many times on our journey to Soraya, analyzing it from different angles, and trying to understand Luneda's motives.
"I can help you understand that," Emyrs says slowly and seems relieved to have something else to offer me. "Luneda's mother was a Seer, like Sara. She kept records of her visions and shared many of them with her girls. The Old Queen saw you, Aaronn, as King of Soraya. Her visions showed her this future. Aisleen voted that they do nothing with the information, but Luneda wouldn't let it go. She was determined to find you and when she did, nothing was going to get in the way of her bringing you here — not even your parents."
"If she didn't want me to be King of Soraya, why remove me from Torin? The only reason I have any power in Soraya is because she brought me here. She made me Commander of her army. She even married me to her niece."
"More than anything else, Luneda wanted control…of the kingdom and every Fae in it. She believed if she could keep you close to her, she would be able to control you too. Her greatest fear was that if left to your own path, you would eventually mount a campaign against Soraya and start a war, overthrowing her family."
"So instead, she brought me here and married me into her family?" I shake my head in disbelief. If left to my life on the plains, I would never have made it to Soraya. My life would be very different today; I would never have commanded an army or met Lilly.
"We don't know what would have happened had she not interfered." Emyrs is reading my mind again. "Maybe her fear of an uprising would have come to pass. Many in Emuria are unhappy with Soraya." She shrugs her shoulders, a small gesture. "Perhaps you would still have been King."
"How do you know all of this?"
"When I confessed to killing the Queen, Aisleen told me about her mother's vision and Luneda's fears for the future of Soraya." Emyrs hugs her arms around her chest and she looks so fragile that I wish I had something to say that would comfort her but I can't think of a single thing.
"Will you be charged with her murder?" I ask. Emyrs shakes her head.
"Aisleen wants to keep it quiet." She looks away for a moment, seeming to be far away. "I'm returning to Torin," she says eventually. I look at her in silence, too overwhelmed to find the words to reassure her.
Luneda was a second mother to me and yet, she killed my parents and would have killed her own family…my feelings are so muddled and the news of her death still too fresh. Luneda took me from my family… but she also nurtured my gifts, trained me, and gave me opportunities I would never have had as a boy in Torin. Now she is dead.
LILLY
Cork, two months later
I narrow my eyes as I stare at the canvas, then I do what I've been doing all afternoon; I stand back and try to look at the painting from another angle — from the right, the left, from across the room. I move the easel into the path of sunlight streaming through the Velux window on the roof. I shift it out of the light and into the darkest corner at the back of the studio.
It doesn't matter.
Wherever I place that damned painting, his eyes follow me. Aaronn's eyes. To be clear, it's not a painting of Aaronn. No, I'm not that sad. It's not like I've spent the last two months pining for him and painting endless portraits of the damn Fae who broke my heart. But for some inexplicable reason, I keep painting his eyes. I don't even know I'm doing it until I finish the painting, step back, and there they are — watching me.
It would be creepy except, well, I'm doing it to myself. Torturing myself through my art — the one place I really should be free of him. I shouldn't complain. It hasn't been as bad as I thought it would be. Since returning to Cork, I hardly feel Aaronn at all. Sometimes at night, I dream of him, but then that could also be my subconscious having a hard time letting go.
Aaronn stayed in Emuria after I left. He resigned from the army and returned to his family in Torin. That's the only information I've managed to get from my mom, who is still in Soraya. She's still Queen and everyone loves her. Sara returned to Rohn with Lachlan so I never did get my dream Christmas. In the end, it was just the twins, Cian and myself, but we made the best of it. We dug out the old board games, fought over which Christmas movie to watch, ate too much, and fell asleep on the couch. Well-loved Christmas traditions that I refuse to give up.
It's strange being back; everything is the same yet different. I no longer have to work two jobs to pay the bills. With my Manifestor magic, I never have to worry about what to make for dinner. As long as I can paint it, we can eat it.
So…life is good. I make a point of saying that as often as possible, hoping I'll one day believe it. I spend my days painting, and soon I'll be opening my own art gallery. A friend from college has agreed to go into business with me and we'll run it together. Here, in Cork. I decided I'd rather stay close to my family than take another job in Dublin.
What more could I ask for?
Aaronn.
No. Don't even think it. I spin the canvas around so I no longer have to look into his eyes.
Why do I feel like I've made a mistake?
It was only a spell. It wasn't real love. When the magic wears off, I'll be glad I left. Besides, there was no way Aaronn would ever live in the human realm, so there was no long-term future for us anyway.
Done. I made the right decision. I nod firmly, hoping that is enough to convince my fickle mind but I'm relieved when a knock on the door interrupts my thoughts. The door opens before I get there and I see my mom standing in the doorway.
"What are you doing here? Don't you have a kingdom to Queenify?" I ask as I give her a giant hug; it's always good to see my mom.
"I can't check on my favorite daughter?" she asks and I answer with a suitably sarcastic eye-roll — she calls all of us her favorite daughter. While I'm rolling my eyes, she's nosing around my new studio and eventually tosses herself onto the couch. She stretches out on the wide cushions and closes her eyes. 
"Umm, mom, did you come here for a nap?" I'm only half-joking. I know she hardly gets a minute to herself since accepting the role of Queen. She holds up her hand, thumb and index finger, an inch apart. 
"Just a little one," she says, eyes still closed. I continue packing up my paints, rinse off my brushes and stack some of my work to one side, out of the way. When I look back, she's watching me.
"What are you really doing here?" I ask her.
"Checking up on you. I'm not convinced you're happy."
"What are you talking about? I'm living the dream," I say flippantly. She waits for me to go on. I stare at her incredulously. "Are you serious? Mom, I'm fine. Look around. I have my own studio. Tisha and I are opening a gallery soon. My artwork is starting to sell and I'm not even advertising yet. Life is fricken amazing."
I should have known that wouldn't convince her. She sits up and perches elegantly on the edge of the couch, crossing one leg over the other. As she studies me, she fiddles with the gold wedding band she still wears on her left hand. 
"I never told you about the time my mother bonded me to Owain," she says so casually she might have been talking about the time she tried sushi and found she didn't like it. At the startled look on my face, she grins. My mom has always loved shocking people — the more scandalous, the better. She pats the other side of the couch and waits for me to join her there. "I was living here in Cork. I'd actually been here for four years at the time. My mother kept asking me to come home, but I'd met your father and I didn't want to leave him. To force my hand, she bonded me to Owain."
"What?" I shriek.
"Yes, exactly. Can you imagine? I was all set to marry your father. I was pregnant with you, actually."
"How could she do that to her own daughter?"
"Did you not meet my sister?" she asks with one raised eyebrow. "You come from a long line of strong, manipulative women. Why do you think I stayed away so long? I could have protected the Portal from Emuria." She reaches out and takes my hand, squeezing it to ensure I'm listening. "I chose your father, Lilly. I chose him and I loved him," she pauses before adding. "Even though I was bonded to Owain, I still loved your father. Love is a choice. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"
"No," I say sincerely. "I really don't. How could you love dad when you're bonded to Owain? Or is it because you lived in different realms?"
My mom shakes her head and releases my hand. "Owain let me go, Lilly. He cared enough about me to recognize that I was in love with your father. So he pulled his shields up and blocked the connection between us. I did the same, and we were mostly free of each other — except in times of distress like when your father got sick. Owain knew. You wouldn't know this but he came to the funeral."
She watches me carefully, her eyes flitting over my face and I'm trying my best to remain stoic. I don't want her to know how much I miss Aaronn. At my stubborn silence, she sighs and continues with her story. "Owain blocked the connection between us and I stayed here in Cork with your father. For that, my mother punished him and stripped him of his magic. He was Commander of the Army — a powerful magician. But because he helped me, he was demoted."
"Just like Aaronn," I say quietly.
"Well, except, leaving the army was Aaronn's choice. I wouldn't punish him for a choice my daughter made."
"Was it my choice, though? It was all magic, mom. I thought I loved him and then I discovered it was nothing more than a spell." I huff out a breath and bury my fingers in my hair, tugging on it in my frustration. "He could be any man and I would feel the same way about him. It doesn't mean anything so I can't trust it — or him."
"Lilly," my mom pauses, her forehead creasing with worry lines, and when she speaks again, she does it slowly and clearly. "The bonding ceremony cannot make you fall in love."
"But —" I'm ready to argue this.
"Lilly, just because you can read Aaronn's thoughts and feelings is no guarantee that you will actually like anything he's thinking." I sit there dumbstruck, feeling like the biggest fool in the world. "Falling in love with Aaronn had nothing to do with the bond. Magic can't make you fall in love. I've been bonded to Owain for twenty-seven years, but I loved your father for over thirty years. We had a wonderful, happy life together. My bonding with Owain never changed how I felt about your father." She sighs and taps her fingers thoughtfully on her thigh before continuing. "I was able to do that because Owain let me go. If you ask him, do you think Aaronn will let you go?"
I stare at her blankly and eventually summon up an answer. "I don't know." I shrug and add, "It doesn't really matter. I'm here and he's in Emuria. Our connection isn't strong across the veil." My mother looks at me for the longest time without saying anything. So long, I start to feel uncomfortable. I shift in my seat and fiddle with the edge of my frayed t-shirt while I wait for her to say something.
"Lilly, if you're not feeling Aaronn, it's because he's blocked the connection between you — not because you're in the human realm. The bond you share with Aaronn can't be broken by crossing the veil." I don't move. I only stare at her as that numb feeling I've been carrying around inside me begins to wear off.
"Does that mean Aaronn's let me go?" I feel my hands begin to shake and I ball them into fists to stop it. "Has he left me?"
"Did you ask him to let you go?"
The pain that rips through me then is so intense I can't hold it in, and with a moan, I fold into myself, burying my face in my knees as I sob uncontrollably. I'm dimly aware of my mom moving closer and wrapping her arms around me, but it doesn't help this time. Nothing can take this pain away. I feel like my heart has been ripped out of my chest.




Chapter 22
AARONN
Lilly's in pain.
That familiar ache starts again in my chest. I've tried to block her out but this pain is too sharp. It's tearing me apart; I swear I can feel it ripping me up on the inside. I'm not allowed to go to her but it doesn't end — hours later, the pain is still there, filling up every cell in my body. I can't think straight. I can't eat or sleep. All I can do is sit in the deck chair on my uncle's patio and wait for this pain to pass.
The grass plains of Torin are a seamless green horizon, broken only by the occasional herd of horses. If I were to angle my chair around, I would see the mountains of Rohn in the distance, still snow-capped in Spring. I don't turn my chair around. Lilly lies in that direction.
I could be at the Rohn Portal in a day. I could be at her house minutes after that, but I do nothing, too scared of making the wrong decision.
It's late afternoon when a Rohn hawk lands on the perch beside my uncle's home. I stand slowly and approach it with my arm outstretched, cooing gently while I untie the message attached to its leg. It's not unusual for Lachlan to communicate with my people in this way. It is the quickest form of communication out here on the grass plains. Stepping back, I watch as the hawk takes flight again, soaring swiftly up into the sky before returning to the mountains.
My uncle steps outside. I hand over the note and watch as he unfurls it, careful not to rip the thin parchment. He looks at it, smirks, and hands the message to me but not before I hear a snort of suppressed laughter. I look down curiously.
Aaronn, don't be an asshole. Go to her.
"Only a fool ignores the advice of a Seer," my uncle says gruffly and steps back into his home, leaving me to make up my own mind, but there is no decision to make — not now. If Sara thinks I should go to Lilly…
"Enough, Aaronn. How long will you punish yourself for a decision Luneda made for you?" My head snaps up at the sound of Breanna's voice.
"Where did you come from?"
She chuckles. "A sure sign that you need to go and see your wife."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"I arrived this morning, Aaronn. You've been so lost in your own thoughts you didn't even hear me when I spoke to you." She grins. "It's a good thing I'm not sensitive." After a prolonged silence, she shifts where she's standing, and something in that awkward movement has me looking closer.
"What is it?" She shrugs and avoids my eyes.
"Nothing," she says, still not looking at me. "So, are you going to Cork?" she asks eventually, and her nervousness makes sense at last. I bite back a laugh, not wanting to embarrass her but she sees my amusement and glares. "I was just going to ask you to say hi for me, that's all."
"Why don't you come with me?" Breanna's eyes widen, and excitement flares in their depths.
"You'd let me do that?"
"We share blood. I can take you across the veil." I look over her shoulder to where my uncle has emerged from the house. "Can you spare Breanna for a couple of weeks?" He nods, but I see the worry in his eyes. Every Fae parent dreads their child going across the veil and never returning. "I'll bring her home," I promise, but it's drowned out by Breanna's excited squeal.
LILLY
I can't bring myself to work today. I'm cursing my own stubborn pride. My idiocy — of course, magic can't make me fall in love. I was attracted to Aaronn from the start. I was practically undressing that Fae with my eyes the first night I met him; it wasn't magic that made me do that.
I am such a fool. 
Aaaargh, I can't believe I'm that woman — the woman who breaks up with her boyfriend, and then the moment he moves on, she wants him back. I hate that woman; I hate myself. 
I moan into my hands, so furious with myself. What if Aaronn has met some sweet Fae woman from Torin. A plains woman who will adore him, never fight with him, and always listen to his advice (commands). I stop pacing and throw myself back onto the couch.
I don't know what to do. I asked him to leave me alone; I told him I didn't want to see him again. This is all on me. The pain has receded but a sense of urgency is pumping through me now. I should go to him.
No.
I don't know.
Is that selfish?
What if he's happy with his new life and I show up and ruin everything?
A knock on the door relieves me of the pressure of having to answer that. The handle twists; my eyes narrow and my heart rate accelerates. What if — 
"Hey, Lil. Open up, will you? I have a delivery for you. It came to the house." I can hear the snark in Cian's voice through the door and roll my eyes. I would ignore him, but he knows I'm here. "Now, now, Lilly, you can't ignore me when I'm going out of my way to bring you this package."
Aaargh. He probably wants money, the little wretch. Even with a monthly allowance from the palace, he still manages to blow through it before the month is out. I heave myself out of the couch and walk towards the door. He obviously hears me coming because the next thing I hear is — 
"Good girl, you know you want to see my gorgeous face. It always brightens up your day."
"Piss off," I mutter, but I'm grinning as I say it. He's impossible. I unlock the door but don't bother opening it. I hope he's carrying a big, heavy box and has to juggle it to reach the handle.
AARONN
As soon as we hear the key turn in the lock, Cian throws me his trademark grin and saunters off down the stairs. The door remains closed however.
I'm nervous now; Lilly’s clearly fine. She doesn't need me.
The door flies open before I have a chance to leave.
"You are such a —" Her voice fades away and her eyes widen. The silence that blooms between us feels heavy. I shove my hands in the back pockets of my jeans and try to smile. Her eyes flick down to my mouth and back up.
"Surprise." It comes out as more of a croak than a word, and I clear my throat and try again. "Hi."
She doesn't say anything. She takes a faltering step back and then another. I don't know if that's an invitation to enter, so I hover in the doorway, watching her. Her face is carefully blank and I can't read it. I'm deliberately blocking the connection between us; too scared to know what she's feeling.
"Hi." She eventually breaks her silence but then spins on her heel and strides across the room. "Come in," she says over her shoulder. Stepping into the room I watch as she kneels in the corner beside a stack of canvases. I notice they're all faced towards the wall. I close the door slowly behind me. When it clicks, she flinches.
I wait for Lilly to finish what she's doing. I've heard from Sara how busy she is these days; how well her art is selling. I don't want to rush her or interrupt her work... I sigh and scrub a hand over my head, trying to figure out what I will say to her. I didn't mean to sigh so loudly, her eyes snap to my face but when I meet her gaze, she looks away again.
This is torture.
I stride over to the easel in the center of the room. The picture is faced away from me and I'm reaching to turn it around. "Don't." Lilly's voice stops me. The urgency in it hums between us and she rises slowly from the floor to face me.
"Lilly," I start.
"Look, if this is about yesterday," she says at the same time.
"What happened yesterday?" I feel my hands clenching into fists, wanting to reach for her, so I shove them into my back pockets again.
"Umm," she falters, her eyes skitter away. "Nothing really. I mean, I was talking to my mom, and she said that if either of us feels intense emotion, the other will feel it." She shoves her hands in her pockets, too, avoiding my gaze.
"What happened yesterday?" I repeat my question and step closer. If I reached out now, I could touch her.
"Nothing happened. I was sad, that's all. You didn't need to come here. It's a long journey, and," her voice trails off as she looks up. Her eyes widen as I take a small step closer.
"What made you sad, Lilly?" I hear the scratch in my voice but I can't think about that when she's staring at me, her eyes bright with unshed tears. One slips from the corner of her eye; I watch it fall but when another follows, I cup her cheek, needing to touch her. Her fingers clasp my wrist, as if she's going to push me hand away, but she doesn't. "Tell me," I whisper.
A shaky smile crosses her lips. "You're so bossy."
"You'd walk all over me if I wasn't." Her eyes widen indignantly but I clamp a hand to her hip before she can step back.
"That's a terrible thing to say to me." I ignore that and squeeze her hip.
"What made you sad?" When she won’t answer I brush her tears away with my thumb.
"You," she whispers at last. My thumb freezes on its path across her cheek. Magic is whispering down my spine, re-awakening, searching. I let myself fall into it until all I can feel is Lilly. "Aaronn, stop." Her hand on my chest pushes me back firmly. "Please stop. I can't think when you're inside my head like that." I let her push me back. One step. She's inside me as much as I'm inside her, but she doesn't seem to realize it. I remove myself another step and the panic that flares in her eyes stops me.
"Lilly." My voice is stern. I can hear that but there's nothing I can do about it, my control is teetering and if I soften now, I will break and haul her into my arms. This has to be her choice. She has to choose me this time. "Lilly," I try again, tempering my tone. "I'm not in your head." I watch the frown that crosses her face and then that mulish expression that means she's about to argue with me. "Don't," I warn her, keeping my voice low. Heedless of my warning she opens her mouth to argue with me again so I cup her head with my two hands and growl, "Stop thinking. Feel. Feel me." The anguish I'm feeling slips out at the end. Tears slip down her cheeks but I don't comfort her this time. I drop my hands and step back.
LILLY
Aaronn is hurting.
Stop thinking. Feel. Feel me.
I close my eyes and slip into my magic, opening the connection between us. Love. Soft, wide, and forgiving. It surrounds me and slips beneath my skin. It soothes me and nourishes me and I never want to break this bond.
Then don't. I hear his voice as if the words lie between us in the room, but it's our magic whispering to each other.
Opening my eyes I look at him. This isn't about my aunt's twisted need for control. It's not a marriage of convenience or a political union.
This is Aaronn, and he wants me to choose him. For himself. The boy from the grass plains of Torin who grew up to command the most powerful army in Emuria. The man who then walked away from it all. Why?
"For you," he says, feeling my questions, dragging them out of me. "I choose you, Lilly. As a princess in Emuria or as an artist in Cork."
I throw myself at him before he's even finished speaking.
"I choose you," he says fiercely, wrapping his arms around me.
"Ssh." I press my mouth to his. "I'm trying to kiss you. I need to kiss you; it's been too long." And he's lifting me up so I can wrap my legs around his waist and he's kissing me, urgently, with a hunger that leaves us both breathless. When he breaks the kiss, I moan my denial and lean forward, cupping his head and dragging his mouth back to mine.
"Lilly." The uncertainty in his voice stops me.
Pulling my head back, I search his eyes, seeing the same uncertainty there that I heard in his voice. I stare at him for the longest time. Our magic whispers between us and I let myself fall into it. I let it speak for me and I feel his arms tighten around my waist.
"I choose you, Aaronn." It's my vow, the wedding vow I never got to say. "I choose you, here in Cork or in Emuria. I choose you."




Epilogue
LILLY
Cork, Ireland
I'm packing our bags, preparing for our trip to Emuria, when I hear footsteps storming out of my mother's bedroom. I'm instantly on guard. Since we moved the mirror into the one unused room in the house, we are all extra vigilant about anyone coming and going from that room.
This new arrival is loud, though, slamming the bedroom door off the wall — so at a guess, it is not a Fae using our Portal to sneak into the human world undetected. I ease my door open and peering out I see Sara stomping down the passage. When she spots me, she grinds to a halt.
"What?" she snaps, glaring at me.
"Welcome home?" I ask tentatively.
Aaronn is already halfway up the stairs, his eyes scanning the passage for danger. When he sees Sara, he stops and studies her for a minute before throwing me a questioning look. I shrug my shoulders at him and he turns back the way he came, managing to get only two steps down when Sara spots him on the stairs.
"Oh no, you don't, man-in-black. You don't get away that easily. I need answers from you."
Aaronn turns around slowly. "Welcome home, Sara," he says steadily even though she's glaring at him like she's fantasizing about dismembering him with her bare hands. Aoife and Clodagh have popped their heads out of their room and are watching avidly.
"Tell me," Sara enunciates her words, spitting venom at Aaronn. "Why are Fae men such raging assholes?"
I see Aaronn's mouth twitch suddenly as he suppresses a laugh. Unfortunately, Sara sees it too and growls low in her throat. Before she can do anything, Aaronn pulses soothing energy over my sister and I watch as Sara inhales deeply, sucking in that gentle energy like it's a lifeline. Her shoulders slump and she breathes out, staring at the floor for a minute. When she lifts her head, she looks contrite and a little embarrassed.
"Sorry about that," she mumbles to Aaronn. "Of course, you're not an asshole, and umm, thank you for" — she waves her hands in the air and then finishes lamely — "that."
"My pleasure," he says softly and makes his escape down the stairs. Sara lets him go this time and Aoife and Clodagh slip back into their room now that the show is over.
"Trouble with Lachlan?" I hazard a guess.
She stares at me for the longest time. So long, I think she's not going to answer but then she bursts into tears and flings herself into my arms, sobbing on my shoulder.
"I've left him, Lilly, and I don't think he even cares. I know he doesn't care. God, I'm such a fucking idiot."
"Sara." I push her back gently, looking at her tear-streaked face. "Do you love Lachlan?"
She shrugs defensively. "No, it's not love, I," she falters. "He drives me crazy. He's stubborn and controlling." She growls again.
"Do I need to get Aaronn back up here?" I tease lightly and she rolls her eyes at me.
"No, I'm fine. I just need time to clear my head and think straight. Do you have room for me? I don't want to gate-crash your happy honeymoon time with Aaronn." She sounds so uncertain.
"It's perfect timing, actually." I smile to reassure her. "Aaronn and I are going to Emuria for a few months. You can have my room. I was worried about leaving the others for so long."
"I won't cook for them," she warns.
"They wouldn't eat anything you made, anyway," I retort and she shrugs and almost smiles.
"What are you going for?"
"A holiday. If you need us, we'll be at Aaronn's home in Soraya for the first month and then in Torin for the second. We'll probably call in on your husband along the way if you want me to pass along any messages?" I say and watch her eyes narrow thoughtfully but then she shakes her head.
"No, I have nothing to say to him." She flicks her braids over her shoulder and then frowns again. "Who's minding the gallery while you're in Emuria?"
"The job's yours if you want it. I only work three days a week in the gallery, but if you want something to do while you're here, there's that."
She glares at something over my shoulder, her jaw set in that stubborn tilt that I recognize now as a family trait. "I'm not going back, Lilly. Rohn and its King can go hang. I'm done with Emuria and Fae men."
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