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The Legend of Gentleman John

 

By TJ Nichols

 

Banyn, a fae, escorts the souls of children to Magh Meall, but one Christmas, he comes for a lad who isn’t quite dead, and he breaks a rule rather than wait while John fights a battle he’ll ultimately lose. So begins a long-running affair that crosses the border between life and death, the human and fae realms, and even oceans to strange countries with different gods and rules.

John Rourke renounced a religion that had no place for him and returned to the old ways. Convicted of theft, he is sentenced to transportation and suffers brutal punishment—until he escapes to live on his own terms as a bushranger. When vengeance against his tormentor consumes him and threatens his life, John finds he has only one holiday wish—to see his fae lover one last time.
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Historical Note

 

 

TASMANIA, THE southern island of Australia, was once known as Van Diemen’s Land. It was a penal colony, but one with the highest number of absconders. Once the convicts escaped custody, they faced a harsh and short life. Many were recaptured and either hanged or punished. Others died in the bush or from injuries. They made their living robbing mail coaches and wealthy landowners. Some made a name for themselves. While Gentleman John is fictitious, I drew on the stories of bushrangers to create him and his exploits.




 

 

Van Diemen’s Land

December 31, 1818

 

BLOOD OOZED between John’s fingers. The rapid beat of his heart as he ran through the dark bush wasn’t helping matters any. He paused for a moment, trying to listen for the baying of dogs over his own harsh breathing. He’d tossed his musket and opted for speed after being hit. He regretted that now, as he was alone and unarmed. He held his breath for as long as he could. His pulse pounded in his ears, blood pouring out of him like cheap moonshine.

Nothing.

Perhaps they were tending to McHugh, may he know no peace in death. He’d best be dead, or John would have to commit himself to doing some serious haunting. There was no chance he’d live to see dawn.

He peeled his hand away from his stomach. The blood was dark and thick in the starlight. The moon was barely a slice of silver. It had been the perfect night for revenge.

Satisfaction burned in him, but with each breath, the heat faded. The sting of the bullet in his gut was becoming more pressing. He leaned against a tree and lifted his shirt. A few inches to the right and it would’ve been a scratch. Damn redcoat had gotten a lucky shot. John tipped his head back.

He wanted to believe he could survive this. He’d survived worse and wore the scars, but a gut wound was a slow death for anyone. He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to die without seeing Banyn once more. To say sorry for getting shot and leaving him again.

They never had a chance. Should never have started. He doubted any fae magic would save him this time. Hopefully he’d bleed out before the rot started.

He gave a low laugh. According to many, the rot had started the day he was born.

Around him, insects hummed and animals moved, hunting or fleeing, crunching on the dry leaves of the scrub. It was wrong for Christmas and New Year’s to be so hot. He pressed his hand to the wound again. He needed to keep moving. He was sure the soldiers would send dogs after him.

If they caught him, he’d be flogged before being hanged. Escaped convicts turned bushrangers were never treated kindly. That he’d killed an officer only added to his long list of crimes.

John peeled himself off the tree and glanced at the stars to be sure he was moving in the right direction. He needed to get to the river, cross it, and lose any dogs.

He’d rather die alone in the bush than face the humiliation and torture of being captured.

 

 

Dublin 1813

 

JOHN HUDDLED against the wall of the church that faced the cemetery, barely out of the wind and rain, knowing he’d find no welcome inside. The priest had already told him off for harassing the churchgoers and shooed him away. He thought a church where the rich came to pray would be a better place to put out his hand and seek help than the paupers’ church. He was wrong. He’d thought God would listen to him, but God had abandoned him. Maybe his mam was right and he was going to hell.

When the weather cleared, he’d find safer shelter for the night. This was a shite way to spend Christmas Day. Though to be fair, the dead were quiet neighbors, and they didn’t mind him skulking about the gravestones. However, he didn’t want to be near the cemetery or church when night fell. There were old beings that still roamed. His grandfather had told him the tales. He hunkered closer to the church wall and rubbed his blotchy, numb hands together. He was not going to start regretting leaving home.

Couldn’t.

While he knew where the other homeless lads gathered, he worried about getting too close to any of them. They might notice….

Like the fae, he didn’t quite exist in any place. His mam called the fae liminal, always on the edges and waiting to slip through and grab the unsuspecting. Getting taken to the Otherworld didn’t seem half-bad. There’d be food and warmth. He couldn’t remember the last time he wasn’t hungry; even at home there wasn’t much to go around. Mam should’ve let him work.

His stomach had stopped making noises yesterday. Now it just ached. The rain slowly eased to a fine mist. For a moment he thought someone was watching him; they crouched on the top of a tombstone, but he blinked, and he was alone. The hairs on his arm lifted. Dusk was too close, and the spirits were restless.

Maybe he’d get lucky tonight and he’d be able to cut the strings of a purse and buy himself something to eat. If he was caught, he’d be shipped off. That was where people vanished to these days. Not to the fae land of drinking and dancing, but some place off the edge of the world.

He stood, his legs aching and his bones frozen.

He kicked a pebble as he walked, missing home and Mam and his sisters. The pebble rolled to a stop at a set of bare feet. John lifted his gaze, ready to apologize or flee. The man didn’t seem much older than him, but he was a head taller. His brown pants had ragged hems, and his jacket looked like it was fancy green velvet and ever so warm.

John stepped back when he saw the creature’s eyes, yellow and slitted like a cat’s. He breathed out, no words forming on his tongue. He took another step back and blinked again, but the fae lad was still there.

“Ye look a bit cold and hungry.” He kicked the pebble back to John, and it bounced over John’s battered boot.

He was hungry. But talking to one of the fae was only going to wind him in trouble.

His lips moved, but no sound formed, which was probably for the best.

The lad smiled, his teeth pointed, and then he bit into the apple he was holding. “How is praying working out for ye?” He inclined his head at the forbidding gray bulk of the church.

It would be rude to walk away, but he needed to leave. Had he somehow summoned the fae by thinking of the Otherworld?

“Fine.” John’s voice came out as a squeak.

The lad reached into his pocket and tossed another apple toward John. John caught it one-handed and almost took a bite before lowering it. His mouth was already watering. His stomach cramped with the need to eat, but he waited.

“What do you want, sir?”

Was it right to call one of the fae “sir”?

The fae lad laughed, but his face looked sad. “Nothing. Just to let ye know that I’m here.”

For how long had the fae lad watched him? John clutched the apple harder. He wanted to tear into the tart flesh. His stomach rumbled, and his mouth filled with saliva. He swallowed hard, but he couldn’t eat it if it were fairy food. He probably shouldn’t eat anything this creature offered.

“What are you, sir?” He was talking too much.

“Ye know what I am.” The fae lad moved closer without seeming to take a step, and then he shrugged out of his coat and offered it to John. All he wore now were the raggedy pants. The drizzle trickled down the fae’s chest, but he didn’t shiver.

“Won’t you get cold?” Accepting gifts from the fae was a dangerous thing to do, but the coat looked so warm. He hadn’t been warm in days. He shivered, unable to stop himself from reaching out a hand to touch the cloth.

“Nay. The weather doesn’t affect me. Take the coat and eat so I won’t be seeing ye too soon.”

John hesitated.

“Ye have to take what ye want if ye want to live.”

John glanced at the too-pretty fae lad.

“Your soul is a small, shriveled thing that won’t last the night. That’s why I’m here, but I was early, and ye were fighting to live.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t often get to turn the tide.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Shouldn’t. Keep your soul and live.”

John watched the fae. “My soul?”

“I take the souls of children across to Magh Meall so they can find peace. I make sure they aren’t scared when they die.” He tilted his head as though considering John afresh. “Though perhaps ye are done fighting. If ye are surrendering, I’ll escort ye.”

John snatched the coat out of the fae’s hands. It was still warm from his body and smelled like summer. “And now what will I owe you? I don’t want to be in your debt.”

But he wanted to put on the coat while it still held the fae’s warmth.

“Exactly how old are ye, lad?”

John stood up straighter, a smile almost forming on his lips. “Sixteen.”

“Young enough for me to take, should ye die, but not old enough to make a deal. My gifts will do ye no harm.”

John slipped on the coat. Even if the fae lad was lying, he wanted to be warm for a little while. The coat was far softer than he expected, and no breeze cut through the cloth. “Thank you.”

The fae lad smiled, looking younger than he had. He straightened the collar on the coat. “Ye make a fine gentleman.”

This time John did smile. The praise worth almost as much as the coat.

He lifted the apple to his lips, about to take a bite before realizing at the last moment it was the wrong season. “Thank you for the coat, but you’d best take your apple back, sir.”

“’Tis safe. From this realm, not Magh Meall. I didn’t want to see ye starve.” He took another bite of his own apple as though daring John to follow suit.

Did he take what he wanted, or waste the gift?

John bit into the apple. It was sweet and crisp and better than any apple he’d ever had before.

The fae nodded at the church. “Maybe ye need to think about changing the god ye pray to?”

Maybe. But he doubted it would matter. He was a mistake.

 

 

December 31, 1818

 

JOHN STUMBLED toward the river, his breath coming in great gasps, the bindings around his chest too tight. When he reached the river, he’d clean up a bit. He could see the water now, a silvery snake winding through the bush. He’d known for the longest time he wouldn’t get to be old, but he’d expected to drink to his twenty-second birthday.

That was four months away. He didn’t want to live that long, not now, not like this.

His hand lay hot and sticky against his belly. He tripped but didn’t fall. Then the river was before him. A little thing, she’d widen if he followed her south a ways. If he found a pool, some trees, that would be nice.

Banyn always said to look for three trees twisted together near a body of water. Places where it was easier for him to cross. But Banyn found it hard to be here, so far from Ireland where he belonged. Where they both belonged.

He would get shot again if it meant being able to hold Banyn one more time. The trees blurred as tears formed. He wasn’t ready to die. But he could pick the place, if not the time.

John stumbled the last few steps and dropped to his knees by the bank. He washed his hands before drinking greedy handfuls, half expecting the water to pour straight out the wound. It didn’t. Then he carefully undid his shirt and unwound the fabric from his chest so he could breathe better. The cloth would be more use around his stomach, pulled tight to stem the blood flow. He wrapped the wound, wincing at the pain.

His fellow bushrangers wouldn’t look for him. They thought him reckless for pursuing revenge, but they didn’t know. Couldn’t know how bad his treatment by McHugh had been. If he hadn’t gone after McHugh, he wouldn’t be bleeding onto his bindings, but he still couldn’t regret firing the shot that tore through McHugh’s head. As a good Catholic, McHugh would be hell bound. He hoped Lucifer had a nice warm place for him.

John hoped he hadn’t spent the last five years praying to the wrong gods.

At least his gods answered his prayers. Would they answer tonight and bring Banyn to him one last time?

 

 

Dublin 1815

 

JOHN WHITTLED the little wooden cock; it was crude and far too small to be anything other than a toy or an offering at the fairy mound. He eyed it critically and knew it fell well short of looking real. That he put down to lack of knowledge. He’d only ever handled three cocks and tasted two, and they were all different—he hadn’t expected that. He also needed to work on his whittling. He tossed the cock into the fire and watched it burn, the smoke stinging his eyes. He kept making them but couldn’t leave the evidence around, so they ended up in the fire or at the fairy mound.

The first time he left one at a fairy mound, he had been a little tipsy. He’d been thinking of the fae who saved his life. Thought he’d seen him, but no one else had. They thought John drunk. He went back the next day to reclaim it, but it was gone. What had the fae who found it made of such an odd gift?

There was movement in one of the beds. Not everyone was asleep in the little run-down house. Between the four of them, they stole enough to get by. They were all outcasts, two for loving each other. He didn’t want to hear them rutting beneath the blankets tonight. Not when he had nothing to celebrate on his eighteenth birthday.

He wanted what they had: they had no doubt, and their bodies didn’t lie.

He couldn’t shake the feeling he was broken deep within. If he’d stayed at home, his mam would’ve made him a pretty dress, and he’d be married already. It wouldn’t be wrong to like men then if he played the part, but it would’ve been a lie. His skin didn’t match his soul.

One day the men he lived with would realize, and he’d be thrown out or worse.

He ran his fingers through his short hair, deliberating, then put his hat on. He was too restless to sit inside tonight. There was a burning in him that needed feeding. Even though it was dark, he strolled the streets as though he owned them. In the city he was just another boy. People always thought him a boy. It was the lack of whiskers, though he had no idea how to fix that problem.

He’d flattened his chest with old cloth, fashioned tight undergarments that held a small sausage of cloth in the right place. And it worked. He was a man. Mostly he’d never been happier. Today he was hollow with the knowledge he was waiting to be unmasked. It terrified him. He touched the good luck charm he wore around his neck, five small apple seeds bound within a scrap of the green cloth. He’d worn that coat until it fell apart. But he never forgot.

He dreamed of the fairy who saved his life instead of waiting to take his soul. It was in those dreams he was as he wanted to be. A longing burned in him that he didn’t know how to satisfy with another. His feet walked the familiar route to the mound.

Maybe God hadn’t made a mistake… but he certainly didn’t want to help. So John left offerings for the fae instead. It seemed like the right thing to do. Everything had turned around since that day in the graveyard.

The moon was full and high when he reached the fairy mound. He didn’t have anything with him tonight. Maybe he should have brought the cock—it was better than the last one. Perhaps he could get a few pointers on whittling. He was sure his first attempt had created much mirth among the fae folk.

He lay down on the grass and closed his eyes, wondering what it would be like to cross to Magh Meall. Maybe he should’ve that night. Everyone was perfect and pretty there. Would he be perfect? He ran his hand over his hip, imagining what it would be like not to hate what he saw when he bathed. There’d be no hunger or cold either. It might have been better if he had died. The hairs on his arms rippled as though caressed. His eyes snapped open.

“Who’s there?” He closed his fingers on his little knife. He might be shite at whittling, but he was real good at stabbing.

The hairs on the back of his neck prickled in familiar warning.

The fae lad was watching him. Since that day, no words had been spoken between them. But John had seen him in a crowd or at the back of a pub. He was never able to catch him to speak to him, though.

“Come out where I can see you.” John stood.

The yellow-eyed fae materialized out of the trees. He had no coat today, just the same raggedy trousers. “And a good night to ye.”

“It is a fine night.” His heart hammered his ribs. Did he know John had left offerings and prayed to him? Of course; that was why he’d seen him around. Maybe. “You waiting for me to die?”

The fae shook his head. He looked younger than John now… yet older too. It was his eyes, John decided. “No. Ye are too old for me to take your soul. Another would come for ye. But you’re old enough to make a deal.” He stepped closer.

There was something about him. The way he moved and the way he smiled. John knew that look, though he’d never received it until today.

“I’m not a lady for wooing.” He hated that his body betrayed that truth. But he liked the way the fae lad was looking at him, as though maybe they would end up tumbling somewhere. That would only last until their clothes came off. He wasn’t asleep, so he pushed aside those thoughts. Though he’d enjoy that look later.

“I thought ye may like a birthday gift.” He held out his hand. There was something on it wrapped in green.

“I’ll be in your debt.” But John stepped closer. Curious to know how the fae had known it was his birthday and what he thought was a good gift.

“And I have plans for that too.” There was something about the way he said those words that made John’s heart beat a little faster.

“May I look before accepting?”

“I’m not here to trick ye. That isn’t what I do.” His lips turned down as though saddened John thought that of him.

Was he lying? It was hard to tell. But the fae lad had never done anything to harm him. His life had been… not easy… but smoother since that Christmas. He had a home and a place and was accepted. Something he’d never had before.

John took the offered gift. He’d told no one it was his birthday because he didn’t want the fuss or to lie about his age directly. He carefully unfolded the green cloth. It felt like the softest moss. Inside was a perfectly carved life-size wooden cock.

He almost dropped it. The fae lad knew. John’s heart beat faster.

He knew.

John glanced at him and then the cock. It had veins and looked like it was about to spring to life.

Yet the fae man was still looking at him with that smile and glint that flipped his stomach in a way that shouldn’t be pleasant. He tried to sound brave, like he knew what he was doing. “What plans did you have?”

He desperately wanted the cock. He could see how it would fit against him and be snug in his underwear. It was so much better than any of his attempts—not that he’d ever tried to make one so big. It was perfect and the perfect gift. But the price might be too high.

“Well, I didn’t carve such a fine cock for it not to be used.” He ran his finger along its length, and it changed, thickening and lifting toward the sky.

“Used?” John’s mouth was dry.

“Aye.” The fae lad licked his lips. “It is your birthday.”

He’d already accepted two gifts from him…. What was another?

But this time he was old enough to make a deal. Last time he hadn’t been. He bit his lip and considered his options. They were few. He either walked away, and the chances were that he’d never see this fae again… or he let him show him how to use the gift. As prices went, it was low.

“Why the gift?”

“Why all the offerings?”

John shrugged. “You helped me when you didn’t have to. You could have watched me freeze.”

The fae lad glanced away, his lips turned down. “I saw ye, and I knew I should wait…. I watched, knowing it would happen if I did nothing. But then ye saw me. Most don’t until it’s too late. I knew I’d get in trouble, but I didn’t care.” He flashed John a smile. “I’ve made sure you’re safe. Ye wear my token.” His fingers brushed the charm with the apple seeds.

“I do.” He caught the lad’s fingers. They were long and pale. His skin was like moonlight, as if he wasn’t quite real, but he was quite solid. “But you know.”

“I know what I see…. What ye don’t, can’t.” He frowned and placed a hand over John’s heart. “I can see a person’s soul. All fae can.”

His pulse quickened beneath the fae’s touch. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Names have power.”

“I know.” What his mam called him never fit. John was his grandfather’s name. He’d always talked of the fae with a reverence he never gave God. He was starting to see why. The fae answered prayers.

“Did you get in trouble for saving me?” He didn’t want to think of this pretty lad getting whipped.

He nodded. “When a fae interferes with a human life, we have to take some responsibility. I had to make sure ye lived. My punishment expired today.” He grinned. “Will ye make use of your present, or have ye been courting my attention, and leaving gifts, for no reason?”

John’s cheeks burned. “You could’ve spoken to me.”

“No, I couldn’t.” He ran his fingers over the wood in a move that was suggestive and well practiced.

“How old are you?” Was he just a lad, or was he ageless?

“Exactly I don’t know. Three hundred would be a fair guess in your years. Time is different in Magh Meall.” He kept stroking the cock in John’s hand.

For a moment John couldn’t breathe. Maybe he had fallen asleep, but his dreams were usually very different. He unbuttoned his pants with his free hand, then turned his back so the fae couldn’t see as he fiddled with his clothes and the wooden cock. He got it sitting just right so it jutted forward, and in the moonlight, he was able to believe it was his. He ran his hand down the length and tried not to grin too hard, even though his face wanted to split.

“You’re pleased?” The fae lad sounded concerned, as though he actually cared.

Did he care?

“I am… it’s perfect.” He ran his fingers round the head. He should turn and show it off, for who else would he show? No one else would be excited, and no one else would want to put it to use. Here it didn’t matter. He drew in a breath and then spun before he could change his mind.

The fae tracked his gaze down John’s body with a look that sent heat rushing through his blood. It was impossible, of course. He was a no one, and this man was a three-hundred-year-old fae, a courier of the dead, and a being with magic in his bones.

Maybe John was dead. Had he died in his sleep somehow?

The fae stepped closer. “That is better than I’d hoped.”

His eyes were dark, the yellow a golden ring around the black of his pupils, but his features were sharp, and he moved closer like he was closing in on prey. John didn’t move. Feeling braver in the glow of desire, he stroked his cock again—and it was his in that moment.

The fae’s fingers brushed the wooden tip. “My price.” He dropped to his knees. “Do ye agree?”

John could barely breathe. He’d done this to others but had never thought he’d have someone kneeling before him and hungry for a taste. “Yes.”

The man licked along his length, and as John watched, he wasn’t sure if it was some fairy magic or a dream, but he was sure he could feel each touch. Every stroke and then every suck as though the wood had become his flesh. When he rocked his hips, heat built low, tightening and twisting. He gasped as he was overcome with pleasure.

The fae sat back on his heels, his smile revealing his pointed teeth.

John looked down at the cock but it was still made of wood, the magic of the moment was gone and he couldn’t walk around with it sticking out. The rush was fading, and the restlessness was gone. The fae reached up and touched the wood, and it moved, going back to how it was when John first saw it. Tame and neat instead of arching forward for attention. When John didn’t move, the fae rebuttoned his pants for him and set his clothes to rights.

His heart was still beating too fast. “Well….” He didn’t know what to say. “What now?”

The fae shrugged. “Ye know how to find me.”

“And you me.”

He stood and tucked his pale hair behind his ear. Flowers were entwined among the strands. “Ye should get home.”

He should; the moon had slid across the sky. So much of the night had passed in a blink, but he wasn’t ready for it to be over. On a whim, he put his hand on the fae’s cheek, stood up on his tiptoes, and kissed his lips.

John wasn’t sure what he was doing, but that didn’t matter. Their lips moved together, and then when he opened his mouth, there was the taste of honey as the fae’s tongue brushed his.

The fae pulled him closer. “Ye can call me Banyn, but don’t be telling anyone else.”

“I won’t. I’m John O’Rourke.”

“I know.” Banyn smiled. “But it wouldn’t have been fair for me to call ye when ye couldn’t call me.”

 

 

December 31, 1818

 

JOHN FOLLOWED the river, using the trees for support and stopping far too frequently. His boots and trousers were wet from where he’d waded through the river to try to throw off the dogs. He kept thinking he heard them, but when he stopped, there were no sounds of pursuit, just his heavy footsteps.

When he took a few steps, the noise started again. He was being followed by something. Animal or other. There were other things here. Old beings like Banyn, but different.

The river hadn’t widened yet. He needed to find a crossing place.

“Banyn, where are you?” He didn’t shout the way he wanted to. But he muttered his lover’s name on every breath as he forced himself onward, looking for a place to meet, to die.

He’d never see Ireland again. He had known that the moment the judge sentenced him to seven years in a place he’d never heard of. Van Diemen’s Land. He’d expected there to be demons.

There were none, just the brutality of McHugh, an officer with his eye on becoming governor. He was liberal with his whip and saved the worst for those who didn’t conform. John had been a target from the moment he stepped ashore.

McHugh would never hurt anyone else again. That thought alone was enough to fill him with pride. He wouldn’t let regret find a home within him. It was only a pity McHugh wouldn’t suffer more.

One bullet between the eyes too kind.

One lucky shot was all it took to bring down the monster.

But he was known for them. He had known he’d be able to kill him when he looked down the musket. His gang had relied on him to make the shot if needed. He was letting them down by dying, but politely robbing guests on their way home from dinner barely gave them enough to scrape by, and it wasn’t changing anything. Too many wore scars on their back like his.

Like him, too many carried deeper scars.

 

 

Dublin 1817

 

JOHN FLICKED back the tails of his coat. It wasn’t as warm as the one Banyn once gave him, and it smelled of pipe smoke, but it was better than nothing.

“Well, look at that. Gentleman John has come to dine with us,” Arthur said. He lifted his glass in a toast, but there was something in his eyes John didn’t like.

John sat. “I had a good day.”

They shared what they stole, mostly. He knew some of them never shared everything, and John wasn’t as young and naïve as they thought he was. But he was happy to wear that mask. It was better they thought him a lad of fifteen instead of learning the truth, that he was almost twenty. He’d have to move on soon before they realized something weren’t right.

He paid for his dinner and bought a round of drinks, but he kept a few coins to himself, hidden in the hollow he’d made in the wooden cock—no one would ever look in there.

Arthur’s mood didn’t shift. If anything, it became stranger as the evening wore on.

Later, as John went to sleep in their damp house, he gripped the little bag that held the apple seeds. He muttered his thanks to the fae and prayed they’d keep him safe as he searched for a new place to live. It was time for him to leave, and Arthur’s mood had cemented that thought. He’d go to the fae mound tomorrow and leave an offering. And hopefully do more. It had been almost a week since he’d seen Banyn there. With the weather getting warmer, it would be nice to sleep out again like he had last summer, spending most nights in Banyn’s arms.

When winter had come, he’d fallen in with this lot. They were shifty and rough, far rougher than John liked. They were happy to slit a throat, where John would rather use stealth and charm to take what he wanted. His nickname was meant as an insult, but he liked it. Not that he’d ever admit that to them.

He hadn’t begged since that day in the graveyard.

He’d cut purse strings, stuck his hands in pockets, and helped himself to possessions in houses that were stuffed to the brim with things. He was doing better than just surviving. With his fingers curled around the apple seeds in the scrap of cloth, he fell asleep. Banyn filled his thoughts and a need to be with him burned in his blood.

The cord around his neck being pulled woke him. John clamped his hand around the cord as his eyes snapped open. Arthur was holding the apple seed bag and tugging.

“Drop it,” John snarled.

“What is it? You’re always touching it. What’s in it?”

John yanked on the cord, but Arthur held fast.

“You’re hiding coins in there. Aren’t you? Not sharing with us.” Arthur pulled harder. The old cord snapped, and Arthur stumbled back, holding the bag.

“Give it back.” John was out of bed, knife in his hand. Like most he slept in his clothes, but his bindings were loose, the cloth around his waist. Would Arthur notice his chest wasn’t as flat as it should be? “There’s nothing in there of value.” To Arthur, anyway. If he lost the seeds, would he lose Banyn? That wasn’t a thought he wanted to consider.

Arthur tore open the bag and poured the contents into his hand. In the red glow of the fire, his face fell as only seeds poured out. “What is this?” He sniffed them. “Magic beans? Do you think you’re Jack and you’re going to climb a beanstalk?”

“Give the boy his beans back and go to sleep, Arthur,” one of the others said.

“You heard him. Give ’em back.” John’s voice didn’t shake, but his heart was rattling his ribs. His knife hand was steady, but the other shook.

“And if I don’t?” Arthur’s grin turned hard.

“I’ll slit your belly open.” One cut from balls to throat.

Arthur fisted the seeds. “I don’t think you will.” He threw the seeds in the fire. “Stop being such a baby.”

John threw himself at Arthur. He didn’t slice him open but used his fists and the hilt of the blade to beat him. Arthur dropped to the floor with John on top. John was hauled off kicking and cursing, his bare feet connecting with whomever he could reach.

Arthur got up. He wiped his bloodied nose and glared at John. “It were just beans, baby.”

“Apple seeds, idiot.” Then John bit his tongue because he didn’t want to explain what they meant.

“Enough. I’ll get you some more seeds.” The leader pointed at Arthur. “John brings in his fair share. You leave him be.”

New seeds weren’t going to work. John swallowed back the lump in his throat. He wasn’t going to cry. He was going to leave come dawn. He sat on his bed, knees drawn up, the wooden cock in his undergarments digging into him, but he didn’t move. Arthur was watching him.

They spent the night like that, glaring through the darkness.

If John closed his eyes, Arthur would slit his belly, slow, and pull out the ribbons.

 

 

December 31, 1818

 

JOHN SAGGED with relief when the river widened to a pool with stars blurring on its silver surface. It wasn’t the stars’ fault, but his vision. He blinked again, but his head was too light, like it were going to float away. He slumped against a tree and slid to his arse. His feet were uncoordinated lumps, as though they were once again shackled, and his breathing came in heavy pants.

Blood soaked through his makeshift bandage. This wasn’t something he could talk his way out of. He wasn’t a starving child stealing to get by. He’d killed and felt not a shred of guilt. The satisfaction of making the impossible shot reverberated through him even as his breath came in gasps. The air was syrupy and too thick to breathe.

McHugh had to be dead. That man had killed and maimed too many. No doubt John would see him in hell.

He winced and tried to get comfortable.

He was cold, even though it was the middle of this feral summer. He hated this place. Hated the way it smelled and tasted. Hated the strange wildlife. And the way Banyn struggled to come and see him. He was going to lose him too soon after being found. He missed home. He wanted to see his sisters, even Mam one more time. If his mam had tried to understand….

He pushed away those thoughts. It was too…. It was too late for everything.

His eyes burned.

Something moved in the scrub nearby.

He’d dropped the musket because he had no time to reload it and it would slow him down. Now he wished he still had it. He could reload now and get off at least one shot before they came for him. Could they not even let him die in peace? Would they save him, only to hang him?

If McHugh were alive, probably. Bastard that he was.

John pulled his knife free but kept it hidden by his side. It wasn’t a dog moving closer. Was it one of those black-and-white devils hoping to crack his bones, or them tiny tiger dogs looking for an easy feed?

Or was it them other things… like fae but belonging here? Banyn had a fear of them, so that meant he should be well and truly terrified, but he couldn’t muster the energy.

His breathing hitched as he waited, knuckles tight. They could eat him when he was dead and not before.

“What mess have ye got yourself into this time, John?” A tall lad, as pale as milk, stepped from the shadow and into the starlight. Banyn had found him in time. Relief flooded through John. He didn’t want to leave Banyn and make him worry again the way he had when John was put on a ship.

John dropped the knife and pulled together the edges of his shirt. He shouldn’t have taken off the bindings; he hated it when Banyn caught him like this, though Banyn had never said anything to make him uncomfortable.

“Nothing that death won’t solve.” John tried to make light of it, but his voice was too tight.

Banyn’s smile fractured, and he knelt, dropping as fluidly as a cat. “What happened?”

Then his hands were on the wound, pulling away the bandage. Horror widened his mouth. For a man who was always more impish than sensible, it wasn’t a good look. That scared John more than the blood and the knowledge he was enjoying his last moments. At least he wasn’t alone. Banyn had come.

John smiled. “I killed McHugh.”

“And he killed ye. Why couldn’t ye leave it be?” Panic gave Banyn’s voice a sour note that echoed through the bush.

“I needed to.” Banyn wouldn’t understand his thirst for revenge, a need to stop McHugh before he damaged more under his care.

“No, ye didn’t.” Banyn pressed his hands to the wound.

Something moved within John, a squirming that burned.

“I can’t heal it.” Banyn’s eyes were filled with horror.

John put his hand over Banyn’s. “It’s all right. You came to claim me once before but didn’t. You gave me extra years.” You gave me love. He’d have died without ever knowing what that was. And that would’ve been a sad thing.

 

 

April 1818

 

JOHN SCRUBBED himself in the lake. The water was something close to freezing—no, that wasn’t true. It would be freezing in a couple of months. It was only bone-tingling cold. He scrubbed away the blood that would betray him, cursing his body.

He hated this. Sneaking off to bathe and wash rags so the rest of the men, escaped convicts turned bushrangers, didn’t know. If they knew, John would have to leave. He wouldn’t stay and become what they would expect. At the moment they respected him, liked the way he knew how to thieve without firing a shot. Gentleman John, they called him, and his heart sung with pride.

If he did have to shoot, he didn’t waste it. Every shot he made was true.

He had a place in this gang, even if it wasn’t a home.

“You’re a hard man to find, John O’Rourke.” The words slid through the quiet of the night.

It was a voice he never thought he’d hear again.

John turned, covering his chest out of habit. Water lapped at his waist, hiding at least half of his body. Banyn sat on a rock, wearing only a pair of green pants. John’s heart did more than sing at the sight of his lover. It had been a year, and he’d grieved for the loss, thinking he’d never see him again—that hurt as much as the loss of his freedom.

Now Banyn was here, and he didn’t know what to say. He licked his lips. “Just Rourke now.”

“Ah, well, that will make it easier.”

Of course, John Rourke was the name he called himself, which had more power than any name he was given. Banyn would have been using his old name of O’Rourke.

Banyn stood and stripped off his pants. His skin gleamed in the moonlight. He was no less beautiful than he had been. His body perfect from the tip of his pointed ears to the pale of his toenails.

“Can you not leave me to bathe?” The words came out harsher than John intended.

Banyn stepped back as though slapped. “I’ve begged favors from other fae, crossed the world to find ye, and that’s the welcome I get. I thought ye’d be running to my arms.”

That’s what he wanted to do. John closed his eyes. “It’s the monthly reminder that I’m not right.” He was naked and ugly, and Banyn was always so pretty. He opened his eyes, glad Banyn was still there and that he hadn’t stormed off. “I don’t want you to see me like this.”

“’Tis a bit late for that. I’ve seen it all and have liked what I see.” Banyn’s grin reappeared, but it was hung crooked, as though he wasn’t sure what was going on.

That was true. Banyn had never made him feel like less than a man…. If anything, he always felt more of a man when they were together. Maybe it was fae magic or a drug in his kiss, but for the few moments they were together, John was able to believe the impossible.

“I’m sorry.” He choked out the words. He’d never expected to see Banyn again, and here he was shoving him away.

Banyn waded toward him, all silken pale muscle like one of those fancy statues come to life. Desire bubbled in his blood, something he hadn’t felt since before transportation. He shuddered and tried not to think about the voyage, but the memories surfaced in nightmares. He wasn’t the only one who occasionally woke with a scream.

He kept his arms crossed, hugging himself, not sure if he wanted Banyn to touch him but, at the same time, needing to feel like he had before being sent to this corner of hell and men like McHugh had tried to fix him.

Banyn stood in front of him, little waves lapping at his thighs, his cock already heavy.

John dragged his gaze up, the lust tightening and twining with too many painful memories until he couldn’t get free. “A lot has happened.”

“Ye left without a word.”

“I didn’t get a chance. Your charm got stolen, and I got arrested and….” He couldn’t say the rest. Didn’t want to relive it.

Banyn put his arms around him. “Ye don’t have to tell me. I know ye were sent away. I asked your friends. I spoke to the sirens and nymphs. But it took me time to find a way here. I shouldn’t be here neglecting my job, but I had to see ye. I needed to see ye.”

John leaned into the embrace. He hoped Banyn wouldn’t get in too much trouble on his behalf again. “I missed you so much.”

Banyn nodded. His hands stilled, and then he started to trace the scars on John’s back. They didn’t hurt anymore, though the memory of the whip still stung. “Who did this to ye?”

“Who didn’t?” They’d wanted to beat him into submission.

“I should’ve found ye sooner. I’m sorry.”

“And what?” John pulled away. “I’m an aberration they wanted well away from the good folk of Dublin. That’s why I’m here.”

“Ye aren’t an aberration.” Banyn grabbed his hand.

John wanted to believe him. “There’s no toy cock. They took it and burned it in front of me.” They’d forced him into a dress.

“It wasn’t a toy. It was yours.”

“Then where is it?” He didn’t have one, and his body refused to be what he was.

Banyn tapped the side of John’s head. “Here. First time I saw ye, I knew I couldn’t wait around for ye to die.”

“Maybe you should’ve.”

“That’s a horrible thing to say.”

“The last year has been horrible. I escaped custody. I’m wanted. Still a criminal, and if they catch me, they’ll hang me this time. I’m sure of it.” He’d rather hang than be flogged or anything else. McHugh thought the way to fix him was with force. His stomach twisted.

Banyn frowned. “I’ll find a way.”

“To what?” This was his life. He’d rather be free and roaming the bush than in the female factory. It was his life, and he wasn’t going to let anyone tell him who he was.

“To help ye. What do ye need?”

Once John would’ve worried about making deals with a fae, but that was truly the least of his worries. “Just kiss me. Let me pretend that nothing has changed between us.”

Banyn’s lips brushed his, soft at first. It had been too long. John tipped his head and parted his lips to Banyn’s tongue. Banyn cupped John’s face in his hands. “I love ye, John Rourke. But please let me know next time ye want to change your name.”

John smiled. “I will. You’ll come back?”

“I will. Though it won’t be like before. This isn’t my place. I need permission to be here.”

John nodded. It could never be like it was. That summer when he spent most nights with Banyn, naked and tangled together, had been perfect, but he wasn’t that person anymore.

When it got too cold in the river, Banyn helped him dress, carefully winding the binding around his chest just right, doing up the buttons on his shirt when John’s fingers were still too cold to do something so nimble.

“Maybe next time I can get ye out of them.”

“Maybe.” He wasn’t sure. He should try. He didn’t want McHugh to have succeeded in breaking him. He wanted what he once had with Banyn. “I look forward to it—though time your visit better.”

“I will.” Banyn kissed him hard. The yellow of his eyes was almost swallowed up by the black centers. “Dream of me.”

“I will try.”

Banyn tugged a shell out of his hair and handed it to him. “Make sure of it.”

He did dream of Banyn. When he’d woken early to deal with the betrayal, there was a finely carved wooden cock under his hand. It was exactly the same as the last one, down to the veins and the curve of the crown. He knew its feel because it was his, just as Banyn always said.

 

 

December 31, 1818

 

BANYN STARED at his blood-coated hand in horror, his eyes dark with no glimmer of gold at the edges. Tears puddled, then rolled down his cheeks.

John wiped them away, leaving a bloody smear on Banyn’s pale cheek. “It’s all right.” It didn’t hurt as much now. He was cold, but he’d been colder. “You can take me to Magh Meall, and I’ll get to dance and feast all night.”

“No. I only escort children the place of the dead. Ye are here. I don’t know where ye’ll go in death.”

“Hell, according to most.”

Banyn pressed his lips together. His eyebrows became slashes. “That’s not how it works. They don’t get to decide. Ye do.”

“Then no one would go to hell.”

“Your soul decides. Your soul knows. What do ye want?”

John drew in a couple of breaths. That was hard work. Keeping his eyes open was also hard. He was so tired. “I want to be with you. I want the life I could never have.”

“Then I shall give it to ye.”

“How, if you cannot be the one to take my soul?”

“No one will take your soul, John. You’re going to walk through to Magh Meall to live with the fae.”

John tried to laugh, but he couldn’t manage it. “I know what happens to humans who go to the Otherworld. They can’t eat or drink. It’s like purgatory.”

“Those rules only apply if ye want to leave.” Banyn held his hand. His skin was sticky, dark with blood. “I want ye to stay. Be mine.”

John stared at him. “Why not ask before?”

“Because ye were snatched away and sent here. I didn’t know how much I loved ye until ye were gone. I knew ye weren’t dead, but I couldn’t find ye.” Banyn gripped John’s hand hard. “Ye can live in Magh Meall with me.”

It was tempting, but he was tired of always having to walk uphill. To take what he needed to just survive. “What’s death like?”

“Final. I cannot help ye if ye die. I’ll never see ye again.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s not the way it works. I take the dead across to their place. I don’t live with them. I am a guide. I don’t let the children be afraid. I find who is waiting for them—who loved them.”

“Then no one will be waiting for me.”

“I am here and waiting. I love ye.” Banyn slipped his fingers free. “Or do ye not love me?”

“I do.” John reached for his hand and kissed his knuckles.

“Then stop waiting for something to be handed to ye. Take it.” Banyn hauled him to his feet and pulled him close. “I promise Magh Maell will give ye everything when ye are there. It’s not like here.”

“But… there’s always a catch. What is the price I will be paying?”

Banyn rested his forehead against John’s. His skin was warm. Banyn had never felt warm before. “Ye will have to live there. Ye won’t be able to ever live here. Visit, yes. But time slips by differently.” He hesitated.

John leaned against him, trying to warm himself. His head was light, as though made of cloud. “Keep talking.”

Banyn shook him. “Stay awake. Ye have to walk. Ye have to cross alone.”

He couldn’t walk. He wanted to lie down and listen to Banyn tell him more stories about Magh Meall. “Maybe you should’ve let me die the night we met.”

“No… I saved ye then when your soul was cold and shriveled. It’s a wounded thing now, to be sure, but still more alive than dead and fighting to live.” He cupped John’s face. “In Magh Meall, everyone can see your soul. Not like here.”

John blinked. “That would make it easy to see the monsters.”

McHugh’s soul would be a terrifying thing.

“Yes, it does. There is no hiding from the fae. Please. Visit tonight, and if ye hate it, I’ll take ye back to Dublin to die. Anywhere but here.” Banyn’s gaze darted around as though expecting trouble.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“No… and another is coming for your soul. I can feel them. And when they get here, I will have to leave.”

The idea that another would take his soul and walk him to the afterlife was like downing a glass of moonshine. Hot fear flooded him. He wasn’t afraid of death; that would be peaceful, and he’d be able to stop fighting. But he was afraid of never seeing Banyn again. He didn’t want to cut that part of himself off.

“How far do I have to walk?”

“Not far.” Banyn held out his hand. “I’ll help ye to the doorway, but then ye must cross alone. There are rules, and I don’t want anyone thinking I kidnapped ye.”

John’s lips twisted into a smile. “You stole my heart long ago.”

Banyn supported him as they made their way around the river widening. John shivered and slipped and would’ve quit, but Banyn kept holding him up, almost dragging him on. No one had ever fought this hard for him. He drew on that even when he wanted to lie down.

Gradually he became aware they were being followed. Not by the dogs he’d expected the soldiers to send, but by something else.

“We must hurry,” Banyn said, checking behind them.

“We have been.” Hadn’t they? He was so tired. But whatever was following was here for his death. He wasn’t ready. He gritted his teeth; this wasn’t that bad. He couldn’t have much blood left, as it was everywhere, and he was cold and numb, but he’d survived worse. He was sure of it. “How much farther?”

“There.” Banyn pointed to where three trees were twined on the bank of the river.

Something shimmered in the air above the water, but the more he tried to focus on it, the harder it was to see.

The other that was following was closer now, but John wouldn’t turn and look. He couldn’t, because if he stopped, he wouldn’t go on.

Banyn drew him into the river. The mud sucked at his feet, making every step harder. “Ye cross by going under the water.”

“I’ll drown.”

“Ye won’t drown. I swear it. Ye’ll cross over.”

“And be reborn in Magh Meall?”

Banyn glanced at him as though he’d grown a second head or a serpent’s tongue. “Yes.”

If he was going to be reborn, hopefully God, or the old gods, or whomever was watching over him, would get it right this time. The shimmer over the water was close now. His breathing came in hard pants, as though he’d been running again. This time he was running toward something.

“Will I be immortal like you?”

“I’m not immortal. Time is different. That is all.”

“When you tire of me?”

“I brought ye to Magh Meall. Ye will always be mine. It’s the rules, and why we don’t do it often, because ye fall under my protection but also are my responsibility.”

“And you want to be tied to a man like me for an unnaturally long time.” His tongue kept knotting itself, making words hard to form.

“Yes. I’ve only ever made this offer once.”

“And what happened?”

“I don’t know. He’s still dithering while his soul wilts. Much longer, and ye will drown and die.”

“Oh.” John pulled his fingers free. He had to take what he wanted from life; that had been Banyn’s first lesson. He wanted to live.

He took a tentative step forward. The current felt stronger, as though pulling him closer. He pressed his hand to the wound, but the blood barely oozed. That wasn’t a good thing. He knew that. Banyn could see his soul, and he was dying with every beat of his heart. Would he still be dying on the other side, or would the fae magic heal him?

Another couple of steps, and the shimmer was in front of him. The heady scent of rose filled the air.

Banyn was two steps behind him. “Ye have to go under.”

“You weren’t wet.”

“Of course not. I’m fae. Ye won’t be wet next time either. Just this first crossing. It’s hard for humans to find a doorway that will let them pass. This is one.”

John knew water was important; Banyn had told him if there were no mounds, then rivers were a good place to meet. “I can’t swim.”

“Ye don’t need to.”

He drew in a steadying breath, feeling less than steady. The hairs along the back of John’s neck prickled.

“Do it with intention of crossing. And do it fast, as the other is here,” Banyn said, fear sharpening his words.

The fire in John’s belly sparked. He could do this.

He stepped forward. The stars on the water spun and raced toward him as his legs went. I’m crossing to Magh Meall.

Was that right?

The water closed over his head.

 

 

WHEN HE opened his eyes, John was lying on his back in long, green grass that smelled sweet like Irish summer, not sharp like Van Diemen’s Land. He lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun, not sure what had happened. His heart beat fast as though he’d woken from a bad dream. But it wasn’t a dream. His fingers were still bloodied. He sat up and peeled back the bandage, but no wound marred his belly. Was it his belly?

It looked kind of familiar. He poked himself to be sure it was his. His shirt hung open, and out of habit he drew it closed, but there was nothing to hide. His chest was flat. He ran his hands over his chest, not quite sure how it was his. A smile formed, even though his brow furrowed.

If this was the dream, he didn’t want to wake up. He liked these dreams.

He let his hand slip lower.

“It’s all there.” Banyn squatted in the grass to his left. His crooked smile turned his lips up.

“How long have you been there?” His cheeks heated.

“Long enough to be worried that ye don’t like it. I told ye your soul would be visible.”

Banyn had, but this wasn’t what he expected. He thought he might be a little monstrous, given his life of crime, but as he touched his face, it was part familiar and part strange.

“How?”

“Magh Meall does this. No one can hide what they are here.”

“You look the same.”

“I am…. I was born dead in your world. I was raised here. My soul has always been on show. I’ve always been able to see yours.”

John stared at his cat-eyed lover. “I always looked like this to you?”

One eyebrow quirked up. “I could see both.”

“Will I be able to see both?”

“Maybe when ye are a few hundred years old. Magh Meall changes ye. I promised to give ye a day to decide. So don’t eat and drink or dance. If ye hate it, ye can go back. I’ll take ye to Dublin.” Banyn bit his lip. “But I think if ye do that, it would be best not to keep meeting. I don’t want this to get any bigger.” He tugged aside his shirt to reveal a wound as long as a hand over his heart. “I’m hoping it will heal.”

The soul was visible. Banyn’s soul had a wound over his heart.

“Did my almost dying do that?” He reached out, but the wound was healing as he watched, knitting into a neat scar. “I don’t want to go back.” This was a chance to be who he was meant to be.

“I was hoping ye might say that.” Banyn pulled an apple from behind his back. Rusty red with a golden gleam, it looked more appealing than any apple John had ever seen. “It’s grown here.”

John plucked the fae apple from Banyn’s hand and took a bite. He was in no rush to see the human world again.

 

 

December 31, 2018

 

BANYN COVERED John’s eyes. His fingers were cool, and John wanted to wriggle away, but Banyn really wanted to surprise him. Two hundred human years had passed…. In Magh Meall it seemed like barely ten years. With Banyn he’d visited the human realm several times, he’d gone home, but by the time he was ready to do that, everyone he’d known was long dead.

Even though there were cars and asphalt roads, there was something about the smell that gave away their location. They were in Tasmania, a place he hadn’t been since the night he effectively died. He drew in a breath as old fear rose.

“I’m not sure about this.” He turned, shedding Banyn’s hands. He had no happy memories from this place, and he didn’t want to spend this evening, of all nights, here.

“Trust me, please.” Banyn smiled. He was still the mischievous lad. He hadn’t changed, aged only a little, but so had John. Banyn’s eyes were bright in the streetlights, and while he was wearing human jeans and a close-fitted shirt, he didn’t look all that human. Banyn pouted. “It’s just around the corner.”

John glanced up the road. “Okay.”

Banyn covered John’s eyes again, and they made their way along the street and around the corner. John felt like a fool, but he didn’t want to ruin whatever Banyn had planned. One year they’d spent New Year’s in New York. Another Paris, smoking long cigarettes and listening to jazz. He stopped celebrating his old birthday, and instead New Year’s Eve became the day they marked, but even then, they’d missed many because of the way time moved, but John didn’t care. He had the life he’d always wanted.

He’d built their house with the help of some fae who knew what they were doing. At first he expected them to shun him, but they didn’t. He’d met a few other humans who chose to live in Magh Meall. He’d seen the monsters… and had seen them change. He’d seen a pretty man turn monstrous. It paid to watch how one behaved in case it started to mark your soul.

Some time ago, he wasn’t sure how long, they’d jumped over a broomstick, which was a fae wedding. If one of them deliberately broke the stick, it would be over.

They stopped, and Banyn turned him and then uncovered his eyes.

John stared at the pub across the road. It was called Gentleman John. There were bullet holes in the sign. “What?” He frowned. “It’s named after me?”

“Yes.” Banyn put his hands on John’s shoulders. “I was told about it by the ones who live here—they found me—and I came to see. I thought ye’d like it.”

John swallowed. Maybe he did have a few happy memories from here, but they were overshadowed by the awfulness of being transported and punished for trying to be himself. He shivered, cold even though it was the middle of summer.

“Why me?”

“Come and find out.” Banyn took his hand, and they crossed the road and went into the bar.

On the walls of the bar were newspaper clippings and a sketch of him. A wanted poster. He smiled. Someone had taken the time to pull all the bits together. Almost all the bits. His life in Ireland was summarized as him being a child thief. There was no mention of his life before that.

“What can I get you?” the bartender asked.

“Two of your house ales.” The way Banyn said it, they wouldn’t be paying. It was some kind of fae magic he used on people.

“Why did you name your bar after him?” John pointed at the wanted poster.

The bartender glanced up. “He was a hero.”

“He was?” He hadn’t been a hero. Desperate and full of anger and a need for revenge was a better description.

The bartender passed John a menu and flipped it over. On the back was a little tale about how he’d killed the sadist McHugh, which led to an uprising and then a better treatment of convicts for a few years, at least.

“A trans convict, known for being a crack shot with a musket, who killed an officer and just vanished? I’d say he’s the perfect man to name a bar after.” The bartender put their drinks down.

John was stunned people knew who he was or that anyone even cared. “How do you know so much?”

“A local historian was researching all the bushrangers. Gentleman John was interesting, never caught, and he never buckled under. Enjoy your night.” He moved on to the next customer.

The bar was busy, full of people ready to celebrate New Year’s Eve. It had been two hundred years since he’d been here; instead of being hunted and hated, he was a hero.

He kissed Banyn. “Thank you.”

A part of him had always felt like he’d taken his revenge and fled. He didn’t regret taking the life, but he regretted the way he’d done it, ignoring the needs of his gang. He’d been consumed. But he had gained a new life, one he wouldn’t trade for anything. Magh Meall was everything he’d ever heard of and more. It was home in a way no other place had been. The fae accepted everyone. The human world was only just starting to catch up.

Banyn slipped an arm around him and grinned. “Happy birthday. Long live your legend.”
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