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Prologue

They first visited me when I was seven.

I had been playing alone in the garden, picking up flowers, leaves, stones and dirt to dump into my wooden bowl, pretending to make potions in a bubbling witch’s cauldron. I grabbed my stick and stirred the mixture, speaking gibberish like a spell.

As my eyes burned a hole into the brown swirl shot through with curling pink petals, I wished fiercely for a new best friend. The son of our nearest neighbour, who used to play with me, had moved away, and I was lonely and bored. Our house sat alone in the middle of nothing, just fields to one side and the forest I wasn’t allowed anywhere near to the other. I stared into my bowl and wished for someone to play with—something fun to do.

Rising to my feet, uncaring about the grass stains on the back of my shorts, I started searching for new ingredients for my next potion. As I reached the fence that separated our garden from the field beyond, I bent down to pick up a smooth white stone that glinted at me from the dirt.

“What are you doing?”

I jumped. The voice was soft and raspy, and at first I couldn’t see where it had come from, but then big green eyes peered at me from behind a rose bush, and all I could do was grin with delight. The potion had worked!

“Making potions,” I said shyly, squeezing the shiny white pebble in my fist.

The eyes blinked, but not like a normal blink. Like a sideways blink. It scared me for a second, but then a face leant forwards out of the rose bush. I couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl, but it had a very pretty face, with those big eyes and a sharp chin. Its skin was like gold.

“A drachmsmith?” it asked, and I caught a glimpse of sharp, sharp teeth in its mouth.

I shook my head mutely, not knowing what the word meant. Drahhhm-smith? I took a step back, suddenly unsure if I should be talking to it. Dad told me not to talk to strangers.

But then, I’d wished this one, hadn’t I? Wasn’t this my new best friend?

“Are you here to be my friend?” I asked, and the pretty face’s mouth stretched into a wide, wide smile, showing me rows of sharp, sharp teeth.

Instead of answering, it asked, “What is your name?”

Eyeing those teeth warily, I told it, “Ash.”

But before I could be scared, it nodded. “I will be your friend, but it must be a secret. Can you keep a secret?”

I nodded, still clutching my pebble. The face, still smiling that big smile, leant closer. A hand emerged from the bush, a hand with extra-long fingers and sharp black nails. It plucked a rose bud from the bush and held it up. Eyes widening, I watched as the rose bloomed, becoming fat and pink in seconds. I laughed too loudly, a bark of sound that conveyed pure wonder tinged with the tiniest hint of fear, the way only a child could be—not thinking of the dangers, not even considering anything could be dangerous.

I was already used to the differences in appearance between me and this new creature, unbothered by them. I reached up to touch the petals, breathing in the lovely scent, but then the sharp-clawed creature jerked it out of reach. Still smiling its big smile, it touched the stem of the rose. Fat thorns appeared, red at the very tips. Then, it held it out to me.

“Do you still want to touch it?” it asked. The thorns continued to sprout up until there wasn’t any stem left. I shook my head and took a step back.

The creature smiled, appearing satisfied, and cocked its head at me. I saw a wave of dark green hair shift behind the branches of the rose bush. “Shall we use it in one of your potions, friend?”

After a pause, I nodded again. The creature smiled wider. “Bring your cauldron over here, and we will make new potions together.”

So I did.

On its third visit, the creature told me to call it Nua, and said it was a boy like me, but that Nua wasn’t his real name. He said his kind didn’t tell their real names, because names were powerful.

When I asked who his kind were, he said to call them the Folk. When I asked where they lived, he said everywhere and nowhere, which I didn’t really understand, but I also didn’t really care as long as he kept visiting so we could play.

He asked me lots of questions. He asked me about my family, and I jabbered on as we collected twigs and berries and leaves to make our ‘potions’. I told him about my dad and step-mum. I told him about my favourite teacher at school, Miss Chase, and about my friend Tom who sat next to me in lessons.

When he asked about my mother, I shrugged and said I didn’t have a mother, just a stepmother. When he asked how long we had lived here, I said forever.

When he asked if there was any black metal in the house—on the doors and windows—I just shrugged again, which made him scowl. His voice soft, he asked me to check and tell him next time he came to visit. And when I told him, when he next appeared in my garden, that the window frames and door handles were made of cold black metal, he gave me a big, wide smile with lots of sharp teeth and told me he had to go away for a while, but he’d be back. He was gone for so long I thought he never would come back.

But he did eventually. In fact, Nua visited me until I was fourteen, when I should have been too old for fairies and imaginary friends and make-believe, but by then they’d been such a big part of my life for so long that I didn’t question it. I didn’t tell others about it—I wasn’t stupid—but I still didn’t question it.

Other Folk started coming about a year after I first saw Nua in the garden. Tall, wispy girls who looked like they were made from twigs. Green-skinned pretty things with wings and sharp teeth. Nua didn’t seem to like any of them and told me to stay away from them, but they were relentless.

They taught me about plants and insects and trees. There was one who looked almost like a normal adult man with dark hair and eyes like silver, except his eyes were just a bit too big, his teeth a bit too sharp, fingers a bit too long. He called me the thrice-lived king, but I didn’t know why. He showed me lots of different mushrooms and, for some reason, taught me the best ways to extract the poison from the deadly ones. When he told me his favourite mushroom was the Deathcap, I asked him why he liked the dangerous ones. He just laughed and said I’d understand when I was older.

When I was ten, Nua gave me a knife that he said was carved from petrified bone, its wooden handle smooth. I hid it under a heavy rock at the end of the garden so Dad wouldn’t find it. I knew he wouldn’t like me having it.

When I got too old to make potions, the Folk convinced me to climb the fence and play with them in the field, out of sight of the windows at the back of my house. Then we began to explore the woods that backed onto the side of our garden, and I met more of the Folk. A small old man covered in red hair. Little grey things with horns that Nua called puca.

For a while when I was twelve, a black cat with black eyes sat on a fence post and silently watched me every time I was in the garden.

When I was thirteen, it was a blackbird.

A few days before I turned fourteen, I realised I hadn’t seen any silent animal guarding me for a while. In fact, I hadn’t seen any of the Folk for a while. But then one day as I lay reading under the oak tree at the end of the garden, a dark shape moved in the corner of my eye. When I looked up, an enormous male stag beetle was sitting beside me on the grass, its sharp mandibles opening and closing slowly, its black body gleaming purple and gold like an oil slick in the sun. I watched it silently for a while, but then it extended its wings and, after a pause, shot into the air, making my heart jump in my chest.

And then the visits stopped. No more Nua. No more twig girls or little green flying things or puca. No more cats or blackbirds or beetles watching me.

Not until I returned home from university, the day before my twenty-first birthday. When I was definitely too old for fairies and imaginary friends and make-believe. When I had put them all out of my mind and grown up.

Then they came back.


Chapter One

“You can never just stick to the plan, can you?” My dad chuckled through the phone. The faint echo to his voice told me he was still driving and I was on speakerphone.

I smiled as I dumped my suitcase at the bottom of the stairs, already relaxing as I breathed in the familiar scent of the potpourri Mags liked to keep out in the hallway. “You know I have to throw a wild card in every now and then, Dad. I’ve been gone too long. You’ve gotten soft.”

“Soft!” Dad tutted. “Watch your mouth, Son. How did your last exam go?”

I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me as I made my way down the hall towards the kitchen at the back of the house, my boots thumping on the old wooden floors of the cottage.

“Fine, I think. Wasn’t hungover for it, so that’s always a plus,” I couldn’t help but tease.

“Pretty sure I was drunk for most of my last year of uni, so you won’t be getting any lectures from me there.”

I laughed as I stepped into the old kitchen with its unlit woodburning stove that usually kept the room on just the wrong side of warm, even in the dead of winter. Two mugs were sitting beside the big white butler’s sink that had had a chip on the edge since I was a little boy. One of Mags’ ancient cake tins was beside the kettle, promising some delicious baked goods hidden inside.

“Well at least you’ll get a few days to yourself,” Dad was saying. “Mags decided to go and see Aunt Carol while I was away. I’m picking her up from there on Friday and we’ll drive back down together.”

Dad was on a business trip in Scotland for the next few days, and my step-mum’s sister, Carol, lived in Yorkshire. I had come home from university a week earlier than planned, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t glad to get a few days on my own, even though I couldn’t wait to see Dad and Mags.

“That’s okay,” I said absently, wandering over to the back door to stare out into the garden. It was a cloudy June day, but I could see hints of blindingly blue sky peeking out. The lake sparkled in the distance.

“Does this mean you’ll be alone for your birthday? We assumed you’d have a massive blow-out with your mates before you all left.”

“I don’t mind spending it alone,” I said, turning away from the back door. “We’re celebrating when you’re back, aren’t we?”

“Of course. Mags has been planning your cake for weeks. Before you ask, no, I won’t tell you what it is. She wants it to be a surprise.”

I chuckled. “I can wait.”

“You’ll be pleased to know that Mags has already stocked the cupboards with all your favourites. Careful you don’t end up with a gut like me before you find your own place.”

Dad chuckled, and I could practically see him patting his small belly and declaring that night’s dinner his favourite his wife had ever made. He’d done it every night since they got married, and it never failed to put a pleased flush on Mags’ face.

I turned towards the ancient fridge and yanked the door open, grinning at the sight of ice-cold cans lined up neatly in the door. “I’ll text her to let her know I’m home and say thank you.”

“You do that. She’d love to hear from you.” I heard the indicator clicking faintly in the background. “Right, Ash, I’d better go. About to get off the motorway and need to concentrate on where I’m going.”

I chuckled. Contrary to popular sexist beliefs, Dad was terrible at directions. “No worries. Have a good trip and I’ll see you in a few days.”

“Happy birthday for tomorrow, Ash. I’ll call you in the morning.”

“Thanks.”

“Love you, Son.”

“Love you too.”

I clicked off the call, knowing it would take Dad a few distracted moments to figure out how to hang up from his end. Grabbing a can from the fridge, I kicked the door shut behind me and made my way to the back door, wanting to sit and chill out for a while after the long journey home from uni before I went upstairs and unpacked.

It was warm despite the clouds that were slowly thinning out overhead. I could hear a lawnmower running in the distance, and the almost insidious rustle of the aspen trees in the forest to the side of the house, but apart from that it was quiet. Peaceful.

Dad and Mags had recently bought new garden furniture, and I pulled out one of the dark green chairs and slumped down on it, cracking open the can. After taking an achingly sweet sip, I set it down on the table and forced myself to pocket my phone so I wouldn’t just sit mindlessly scrolling through social media.

I leaned my head back on the chair and took a long, deep breath through my nose, closing my eyes. I could smell freshly cut grass mingling with the dry heat of early summer. My open can hissed softly beside me on the table.

I might have drifted off for a few moments, but a distinctly animal-like rustling jerked my head up. It was only a blackbird, perched on the fence at the end of the garden. As I lazily watched it, picking up my drink to take another sip, its orange-rimmed, beady black eyes fixed on me and its head cocked sharply. It hopped a few paces on the fence, then stopped and looked at me again.

I remembered my promise to Dad to text Mags, so I pulled my phone out and typed out a quick text telling her I was home and that I couldn’t wait to see her and Dad in a few days. She replied a few minutes later, telling me she loved me and to check the cake tin for homemade brownies.

That drove me back inside. Snagging one on my way through the kitchen, I reluctantly picked up my suitcase from the hallway and trudged upstairs, stuffing the brownie into my mouth. The second-to-last step let out a hideous creak, something it had been doing for as long as I could remember. Mags had painted the hallway and landing last year in a very pale sage that probably would have looked great in a minimalist house, but veered more towards looking decades old and faded in this tiny, ancient cottage. Not that I told her that.

My room was exactly how I’d left it except for being spotlessly clean, telling me Mags had been in to change the sheets already in preparation for me coming home. I grinned and left my suitcase on the floor while I opened the window, trying to chase out some of the stuffy air. Then I flopped down onto the bed, groaning at the familiar sag of the too-old mattress. It should have been uncomfortable as hell, but I’d slept on it for so many years that I could already feel myself drifting off. The train journey home had been long and uncomfortable, and included changing tube lines twice when I had to pass through London. The tube in the summer was its own kind of hell.

My room was at the back of the house, and I could still hear the rustle of the aspen trees in the woods. A child squealed with laughter in the distance. The air coming in through the window smelled faintly of grass and the lavender Mags grew in big pots in the garden.

I dropped into sleep almost instantly.
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The room was dark when I was jerked awake by the insistent buzzing of my phone. Sucking in a bleary breath, I lifted my head. I’d passed out cold on my front, splayed across my bed. I really had been tired.

My phone was still vibrating in my pocket, and when I rolled onto my back and pulled it out, squinting in the too-bright light of the screen, I realised why. Texts were coming in from friends, all eager to be the first to say happy birthday when the clock ticked over to midnight.

I grinned tiredly, but only had the energy to reply to my dad, who had sent a text saying he’d forced himself to stay up so he could say it at midnight, and now he was going to sleep in his uncomfortable hotel room bed.

Sitting up, I wiped my face before reaching over and flicking on my bedside lamp. Warm orange light filled the room, illuminating the windows, showing nothing but darkness beyond them. As I got up and stepped closer to shut the curtains, I could just make out the outline of the woods.

My mouth was dry, stomach rumbling insistently with hunger. All I’d eaten since that morning was one of Mags’ brownies. I made my way downstairs, turning on the lamp on the landing and another in the hallway by the front door before heading into the kitchen.

“Shit,” I muttered, realising I’d left the back door open earlier. I shivered in the cool night air that had filled the kitchen, crossing the room to shut it. At least we were more likely to get a fox or badger wander in out here than we were another person.

Flicking on the kitchen light, I poured myself a glass of water. The fridge hummed in the silence as I stood at the sink, gazing absently out into the dark garden as I gulped my drink. Although, it was more like staring at my own hazy reflection than the outside. Tired hazel eyes looked back at me beneath plain light-brown hair.

I made myself a ham and cheese sandwich, and after pulling on Dad’s ancient parka, I went into the garden to eat it. I was wide awake now—the weird kind of awake that happened when you woke up in the night and were too active to go back to sleep. I sat cross-legged on the same chair as earlier, flicking idly through my phone, replying to people’s birthday messages as I ate.

I jumped when a huge black moth landed on my illuminated phone screen. It was massive—a giant version of the ones I always saw in my room back at uni. So big it blocked almost the entire screen, and I could feel the whisper-soft flutter of its wing on the back of my thumb where it was poised over the home button. The light was beneath it, impeding my view, but it didn’t look like it had any markings. Its wings were solid black—jet black—and as it shifted slightly it left behind a faint trail of black dust on the screen.

I didn’t move. It wasn’t that I was freaked out by moths, but… this one was huge. I didn’t want to hurt it by flicking it away, and I was pretty sure you shouldn’t touch their wings. But it wasn’t moving. In fact, it spun on the screen, and I felt its fuzzy feelers on my thumb a split second before the phone locked itself and the screen went dark, making me jump.

The moth was still there. I could have sworn I felt tiny legs climb onto my thumb. I jumped again when it fluttered up into the air and away, its black outline visible against the slightly paler night’s sky.

I chuckled. Weird, but aside from the window behind me, this was the only light source around. Made sense the moth would be drawn to it. I wondered what kind it was, though. I didn’t think we even had moths that big in this country.

Unlocking my phone, I quickly googled ‘black moth’ and was taken to the Wikipedia page for the Ascalapha odorata, which was commonly known as the black witch moth. But that was found in the southern US and central America, and besides, the photo showed a moth with brown and white markings. This one had been pure black, without a single pattern on its wings.

I locked my phone again and set it down to finish my sandwich. I’d ask Mags when she and Dad got home. She’d probably seen them before if they were around here. She’d know what kind it was.

I’d always liked sitting in the garden at night when I was home. It was peaceful. Dead quiet, and the dark didn’t bother me. But then I thought about that moth again. A black moth. And I’d seen a blackbird earlier, just after I’d gotten home.

I blinked, memories of black cats and giant stag beetles and crows with beady eyes watching me all converging in a rush. The back of my neck prickled, and suddenly the darkness didn’t seem so peaceful and relaxing anymore.

Picking up my phone and plate, I kept my head down as I slipped back inside, locking the door behind me, the black iron latch feeling cool against my fingers. Instinctively, my eyes darted to the window and over the wrought iron handles, something in me calming at the sight of them.

Hesitantly, I stood in front of the sink and stared, trying to peer past my reflection to outside. It felt like someone was out there. Watching me. Stepping back, not taking my eyes off the window, I reached back and blindly felt for the light switch.

As the room plunged into darkness, I held my breath, half of me terrified I’d see a horrible, grinning face looming at the window.

But there was nothing.

The garden was still in the faint moonlight. Not even a fox or owl out there.

I exhaled. I’d spent too long in uni halls or house shares, with people always around and making noise, and never any true silence. I was just freaking myself out.

I still double checked that I’d definitely locked the back door, doing the same with the front before I headed back up to bed. I slipped under the covers and reached out to turn off the bedside lamp, pausing when I realised the moth had left a tiny smudge of black dust on my thumb.

I rubbed it off and forced myself to push the stupid moth from my mind. It was just an insect. A moth that had been attracted to the light of my phone. That was all.

But as I closed my eyes after the room plunged into darkness, all I could see were big black eyes staring at me.


Chapter Two

I spent my birthday—and the two days after that—lounging on the sofa in my underwear, eating way too much and barely moving.

I hadn’t realised how tired the last few weeks of uni had made me. Too many nights of studying for my final exams, living on energy drinks and terrible food and not enough sleep.

On Friday, I forced myself to get up and clean the house in preparation for Dad and Mags’ return. He’d said he was picking her up from her sister’s today, but I didn’t know if that meant they’d get back tonight or stop somewhere on the way and finish the drive tomorrow.

By the evening everything was clean and I’d done my laundry and showered. As I towelled off my wet hair, I shot off a text to Dad asking if they wanted me to make them some dinner for when they got home. When he didn’t reply after half an hour, I guessed he was probably driving.

I ate in the garden again. I’d forced myself to, every night, to prove to myself that the first night had just been a blip. And I’d been right. The creepy feeling hadn’t returned. The moth hadn’t returned. It was peaceful and quiet out here again.

Dad and Mags hadn’t gotten home by the time I went up to bed at midnight, so I assumed they’d stopped somewhere overnight. It didn’t take me long to fall asleep, but I was jerked awake by a patient but insistent knock on the front door.

The room was still dark. Frowning blearily, I fumbled for my phone and winced as the screen lit up. 03:07, the display read.

Had Dad somehow forgotten his keys? Or lost them? I stumbled out of bed and downstairs. I’d left the hallway lamp on in case they got home in the night. I had the sense to peer through the spyhole before opening the door, and my blood ran cold when I saw the two police officers standing out there.

My heart pounding, I fumbled to open the door, my fingers catching on the old-fashioned iron latch.

It was a tall male officer with a beard and hard eyes, and a female officer with blonde hair scraped back tightly into a bun. She had kind eyes, and right now, they were gazing at me with an expression that made me want to throw up.

“Sorry to disturb you this late.” It was the male officer who spoke, his voice raspy. “Can you confirm you’re Ash Davison?”

“I… Yes.” I looked at him, but my eyes quickly flicked back to the sad gaze of the female officer. She gave me a sympathetic smile.

I swallowed, my stomach tightening into a hard ball of fear.

“Your father is Harry Davison?”

I licked my dry lips. “Ye-yes.”

He looked down at the female officer. She took a small step forwards, brows pinching.

“We’re very sorry, Ash, but your dad’s been in an accident.”

I could hear my breath leaving me in forceful pants as I stared at her, my fingers gripping the door too hard.

“Can we come in?” she asked. “Make some tea and have a chat?”

Have a chat? Have a chat?

“Is he alive?” There was already a hysterical edge to my voice, and the two officers glanced at each other. “Is he—Mags—”

“Let’s go inside, Ash.” The female officer stepped forwards and placed a gentle hand on my elbow. “I’ll make us some tea. My name’s Beth. This is Constable Grant.”

“I—I—” I let her lead me through the house into the kitchen, Constable Grant closing the front door behind him.

Beth flicked on the kitchen light and led me to the tiny table tucked in the corner of the room, pulling out a chair and guiding me into it with forceful but gentle hands. “There. Sit down, I’ll make us tea.”

“I don’t want tea.” I blinked hard and stood back up. “Where is he? Is he okay? Is Mags okay?”

“Margaret Davison, your step-mother, yes?” Grant asked as he stepped into the kitchen and looked around.

“Yes,” I said automatically. “Is she okay? Is Dad okay?”

It was like my brain thought if I kept asking, it would block out the truth that it already knew.

Because there was only one reason why police officers would ask to come in and make tea, rather than tell me they were taking me to the hospital to see Dad and Mags.

“Are they okay?” I asked when neither officer spoke, my chest heaving.

“Ash.” Beth stopped bustling round the kitchen and stood in front of me. “I’m… We’re very sorry. They didn’t survive the crash.”

I stared down at her, only vaguely aware of her clasping my hands in hers. Her eyes were blue, and bloodshot, like she hadn’t been on shift long, or maybe she’d been on it longer than she should have been. There were freckles across her nose. She looked young. Her eyes were still kind as she stared up at me.

“Crash,” I echoed, my voice hoarse and weak.

“It looks like they veered off the road and collided with a tree.” Grant’s voice was grim, and Beth’s eyes flashed with annoyance at his blunt tone before she schooled her features.

“We’re very sorry for your loss, Ash.” She squeezed my hands. “I’m here if you need to talk or have questions. I understand you’ll be in shock. We’ll stay as long as you need.”

I stared down at her, my eyes too wide. She hurriedly tried to steady me as I dropped back into the chair, vacant eyes fixing on the radio holstered at the front of her left shoulder.

“This is a terrible shock,” Beth was saying, kneeling in front of me. She gripped my hands again and peered up at me. “Is there someone you can call to come over? Is your mum still around?”

“No.”

I didn’t add that she never had been. Until he’d married Mags when I was six, it had just been me and my dad. Always.

He was gone.

My eyes filled abruptly, a hoarse sound leaving my throat. And then I broke down entirely. A gut-wrenching sob tore from my chest, and Beth quickly made a sympathetic noise and pulled me into her arms.

Constable Grant watched in silence as I wept on the shoulder of a complete stranger, the hard plastic of her police radio pressing into my forehead.
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The funeral was a little over a week later.

I barely remembered it. I barely even remembered arranging it, because most of it had fallen to me, with Mags’ sister Carol calling twice a day to make sure I was alright.

Some friends came to support me, but I couldn’t remember what I’d said to them. I remembered cracking a hollow smile when one of them bought me a drink at the wake, but I hadn’t touched it.

They’d all texted or tried to call since, but I hadn’t answered any of them. I’d stopped answering Carol’s calls too. I couldn’t handle any of it.

I stayed in bed for a week after the funeral, getting up only when the stink of my own unwashed body forced me to shower and change the sheets. After that, I started sleeping during the day and sitting in the garden at night, not moving for hours, just staring into the darkness.

There was too much that I just couldn’t bring myself to deal with. Accounts in Dad’s name that I had to sort and close. The will and my inheritance, which I didn’t give a shit about. At least Carol was dealing with it all on Mags’ side. Part of me wanted to call her—despite ignoring her for days—and beg her to do all of Dad’s stuff too.

I didn’t feel old or mature enough to deal with this. A month ago I’d been stumbling home and collapsing into bed after a night out, waking up with an awful hangover and trying to soak up the lingering alcohol with a big, greasy breakfast with my friends.

Now my dad was dead. And Mags. The only mother I’d ever had, who’d only ever treated me like I was actually her son. She’d loved me as much as my dad had.

The air was still warm, but I had Mags’ favourite blanket wrapped around my shoulders as I sat in my usual chair in the garden, staring at the outline of the forest that loomed in the near distance. I curled my bare toes against the cold stone of the patio, barely noticing when I felt the tickle of some unseen insect crawling over my foot.

I felt empty. Like there was no point to anything. I’d started sitting out here a lot because I could hardly bring myself to interact with anything in the house. I kept my eyes down when I was anywhere inside except my room, so that I didn’t see Dad’s books stacked up in the old, cluttered dining room, or Mag’s half-finished embroidery of an autumn harvest that was still sitting on the coffee table.

I already knew I’d inherit the cottage. Was I going to become a hermit here, refusing to change a single thing so it remained a shrine to my parents? What was the alternative? Throwing their stuff away? I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it.

I tipped my head back against the chair as my eyes filled with tears. It wouldn’t stop. The pain wasn’t fading. It wasn’t going away. Logically, I knew it was far too early to even consider the grief lessening, but I couldn’t take this anymore. It was too much. It filled every inch of me, making it hard to breathe. Hard to do anything at all except sit and stagnate.

I jumped out of my skin when a low mrow sounded, and something soft brushed against my bare calf beneath my shorts. Blinking hard, I sat up and stared down at the black cat winding between my legs, nuzzling its head against my shins.

My voice was thick when I asked, “Where did you come from?”

Mags’ blanket slipped off my shoulders as I leaned down to scoop it up. Once on my lap, the cat froze for a moment, before it began to purr madly and butted its head against my chin. I sniffed, and the first real smile in weeks stretched my mouth, just a little.

Its little paws kneaded my chest as it rubbed its face against my neck, purring loudly into my ear. I smoothed a hand down its back, its tail curling up and shivering with pleasure.

I hadn’t thought any of the neighbours had a black cat, but maybe one of them had gotten this one while I’d been away at uni. It was clearly friendly, and its coat was silky smooth and soft, so it was obviously well cared for.

“You’re affectionate, huh?” I gave a watery laugh as the cat rubbed its face madly against my jaw, its purr vibrating into my chest.

Something rustled at the end of the garden, which seemed to startle it. Tiny claws dug into my chest for a second, making me wince, before the cat was leaping down and meowing madly. It raced for the open back door.

“No, you can’t go in—”

But it didn’t. It stopped dead at the doorway, mewing pitifully, again and again. It began to pace, back and forth, its tail lashing.

There was another rustle at the end of the garden, followed by a creak that sounded like the wooden fence. I glanced over but saw nothing in the darkness, then looked back at the cat.

Jet-black eyes looked back at me, big and mournful as it mewed at me again. I stared back, something like dread churning my stomach.

Those weren’t normal cat eyes. Cats didn’t have black eyes, did they? This wasn’t like when a cat was about to go into turbo mode and its pupils expanded impossibly wide. They were solid black. As black as its fur, if not even darker.

Another rustle, this one sounding closer. My breath caught, and I looked away from the cat again to stare into the garden, but it was too dark for me to see anything.

I jumped when the cat shot back towards me, meowing madly, before running back to the door. Then back to me. Back and forth between me and the door, but it never set foot over the threshold.

I stood up abruptly, my skin tingling. I needed to get inside. Was that what this cat was trying to tell me? Somehow? Was it… warning me?

My breaths were escaping me in panicked spurts, like my body was aware of something that my brain was still struggling to grasp.

Another rustle in the garden made me jump again. This one was closer. Louder. The cat’s tail bristled, puffing up. With one last pitiful look at me, it vanished into the darkness.

I took a step towards the back door, unwilling to take my eyes off the still darkness of the garden. Nothing was moving, but I could fucking hear something moving. Something was there. Close. Something I should have been able to see, but couldn’t.

I finally turned to run inside. Long, icy cold fingers wrapped round my ankle and yanked me off my feet before I could take a single step.


Chapter Three

“He’s waking up.”

A masculine grunt. “Let’s see if he’s even prettier with his eyes open.”

The softer, higher-pitched voice gasped.

“That’s disgusting, Caom,” it hissed. “He’s one of them.”

The other voice snorted. “You say that as though gancanagh have ever been picky, Idony.”

“Still.”

My eyes flew open. I stared up at the purplish-grey sky through a moving canopy of trees that stretched impossibly high above me. I was lying on something soft but scratchy, and I could feel the rolling of old wheels over bumpy ground against my back.

The two voices had fallen silent, but other soft noises reached me. The faint sound of someone playing a pipe up ahead. The clomp of countless feet; some heavy, others quick and light. Leaves rustling. A dog-like bark.

My head was swimming. I struggled up onto straightened arms and blinked at the two strange faces staring back at me; one feminine and disdainful, the other masculine and rakish.

“Gorgeous,” the male purred, leaning closer. Hooded eyes the colour of burnished copper, framed by impossibly long, thick lashes, swept over every inch of me.

“Who the fuck are you?” I mumbled, my voice slurred. Had I been drinking? Where was I?

I blinked, my brows pinched, and tried to look around.

Was I… in a cart?

In the forest?

The male chuckled, sharing a glance with the pinch-faced female.

“I’m Caom, pretty boy.” He flashed me brilliantly white teeth. The symmetry of his face was unnatural. His blond hair was longish, almost reaching his shoulders, and it fell into his eyes and framed his face messily.

He gestured at the female. “This is Idony.”

That told me nothing. I eyed them. Caom had his long, toned legs crossed as he sat at the other end of the cart, a bright red apple in his hand, which he brought to his mouth and bit into while never taking his eyes from me. He was wearing what looked like tight leather trousers, but the dark green material was soft and worn. His torso and feet were bare.

Idony wore the same trousers and a loose brown shirt with billowing sleeves that swayed as she stabbed a long bone needle through a piece of rough brown fabric. Her hair was a dark red and her eyes were big and tilted and solid green, with no whites.

I stared, vaguely remembering seeing eyes like that before. Years ago.

“What am I… Where…” My voice was hoarse as I looked around again, trying to sit up more.

Dark forest stretched in every direction. A tall, slender creature with short, wheat-coloured hair stared at me where they walked behind the cart. They shot me a rabid grin, sharp teeth crowding their mouth. I quickly looked away as Caom snorted.

“Still drunk from crossing over,” he muttered to Idony. “At least that should make the rest of the journey easier.”

“He shouldn’t have woken up yet,” she snapped. “Not until we’d made it back to our land.”

Caom rolled his eyes. “Well he is awake, so I suppose we should entertain him.”

He chucked his half-eaten apple out of the cart and slunk forwards, making me tense up.

“Shall I calm your nerves, pretty boy?” he purred, reaching out with impossibly long fingers to touch my chest.

I slapped his hand away, brows furrowing at how weak and sluggish my movements were. Had they said I was drunk? I didn’t remember getting drunk.

“Tell me who the fuck you are,” I said with a bit more force, heaving myself back as far away from them as possible, until my back rested against the side of the cart. I scrubbed a hand over my face.

Caom shot me a sly smile. “You don’t remember us, Ash?”

Dread churned in my already roiling stomach. The cart dipped and shuddered, making me press my lips together tight.

Memories I’d locked away teemed at the front of my brain, hungering to get out. Black creatures watching me. Spindly girls with twig-like limbs. Grey things with horns. Nua, with his big green eyes and golden skin.

I blinked hard and looked away, not wanting to believe any of it. I’d struggled with it for years—with the fact that I’d seen them until I was fourteen, when I was much, much too old to have imaginary friends or still believe in shit like that. I’d worried there was something wrong with me—something that made me hallucinate or see things that weren’t really there.

After my fourteenth birthday, when I’d stopped seeing them entirely, I’d gradually relaxed and pushed it all from my mind. Convinced myself it had all been a false memory. A biproduct of my overactive imagination as a kid.

“I’ve never met you,” I mumbled, trying to hang onto the belief that none of it was real for a little longer.

But it was hard, when I fearfully peered back and saw the progression of creatures, all different shapes and sizes, trooping through the forest ahead of us in a single line. My heart started to pound, my head slowly clearing. Sweat beaded on my hairline.

“Not us, no,” Caom was saying. “But the Folk. You’ve met plenty, haven’t you?”

The Folk. My gut roiled again, and I swallowed hard.

That wasn’t real. None of that was real.

Was I hallucinating right now? Was this the way my grief had manifested? I couldn’t handle real life, so I’d retreated to the one I’d made up in my head as a child?

“The Folk aren’t real,” I mumbled, jumping when Caom snickered and crawled forwards again.

“Shall I prove to you how real we are, pretty boy?” he murmured, sliding long fingers up my bare calves and dipping his head to kiss my knee.

I jerked my legs back, tempted to kick him in the chest. “Don’t touch me. What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

Caom huffed and sat back like a petulant child as Idony eyed him.

“It won’t work on him, Caom. You know that.”

“I don’t need my power to seduce anyone,” he muttered, picking up another apple and taking a ferocious bite.

“Evidently, you do.”

Caom flushed and glared at her. “He’s different. You said so yourself.”

Fuck this. I drew my legs under me to try and make my way to the edge of the cart. They trembled wildly. My bare feet were cold, and everything felt slightly damp as dawn approached through the thick canopy of the forest.

“You won’t get far.” Idony’s voice was flat, and she barely glanced up from her sewing.

But the fog was finally clearing from my brain, and I couldn’t believe how long I’d already sat here like a mindless idiot—like I hadn’t been fucking kidnapped and taken into the woods. My breaths escaped me in panicked spurts as I launched myself towards the back of the cart.

Caom caught me easily, his toned limbs freakishly strong. I struggled in his hold, shoving at his face and chest, trying to get my legs up so I could kick him in the gut or groin.

He laughed, making me grit my teeth as hot anger surged and made my blood boil.

“Gods, you’d be fun,” he rasped in my ear, shoving me back into the corner.

I immediately scrambled back up, but he placed a long-fingered hand on my chest and pushed me down effortlessly.

“I’ll happily scrap with you for the rest of the journey, pretty boy,” he told me with a sly smile. “But it won’t help you.”

“Fuck you,” I snarled, wrenching his hand off my chest and scrambling up again.

Caom rolled his eyes before launching himself at me again. After a brief tussle, I ended up panting wildly, flat on my back in the cart with Caom straddling my waist as he stared down at me.

When he blindly held an arm behind him, Idony handed him a length of rope without a word.

My eyes flared. “Don’t you fucking dare—”

“If you can’t behave, you’ll have to be restrained.” Caom effortlessly flipped me onto my belly, making me grunt as my chin hit the wood. I squirmed frantically when I felt him tie my hands behind my back.

It didn’t stop him at all—he had me bound in seconds. I stiffened when long fingers trailed up the sensitive, exposed skin of my inner forearms.

“Maybe when you’ve calmed down, we can—”

“Don’t fucking touch me,” I seethed, trying to buck him off.

Caom sighed and climbed off, then hoisted me up and turned me so my back—and bound hands—were once again pressed against the side of the cart. I panted, glaring at him, tempted to try and boot him in the chest again before he moved back. My heart was pounding too hard with fear.

Idony let out a low snicker. “Tough luck, gancanagh.”

“Shut up,” he snapped, snatching up a new apple and tearing off a chunk with sharp white teeth.

I tried to block them out, straining to slide my hands free of the rope. He’d tied them impossibly tight, almost cutting off my circulation. I panted, gritting my teeth and feeling my skin get raw as I fought against the rough-hewn material.

“Look.” Idony nudged Caom and jerked her chin behind me. “The kelpie’s watching.”

Reluctantly, I looked over my shoulder to follow their gazes. The procession was passing by the edge of a lake nestled deep in the woods. Was this the forest by my house? There was no lake in there. I was sure of it.

But then I noticed the head poking out of the water. Wet, dark hair was plastered to a pale, masculine face with big, solid black eyes. As I stared, the rest of a body started rising from the water until a finely muscled, masculine creature was stalking towards us, dripping wet and completely naked except for a long piece of green pondweed stuck to his skin. It barely concealed anything.

His skin was ghostly white, his lips almost blue. As he got closer to the cart, I could see that his eyes and hair were shiny black with an emerald sheen, like the husk of a rose chafer beetle. The veins winding up his hands and forearms were a dark green too.

He was beautiful. More beautiful than Caom. But he was also scowling.

“Get back in your lake, water horse,” Caom drawled.

“This is a mistake.”

The voice that came from the creature was raspy, like when someone spoke just after choking on water.

Idony’s sharp teeth flashed. “Watch your mouth, kelpie. If she hears you talking like that, she’ll cut out your tongue.”

“Just because you choose to live out here doesn’t mean you’re not one of us,” Caom snarled, that lazy tone gone. “Your loyalties are still with us. With the Carlin.”

The kelpie scowled again. “This won’t do what she hopes. And if the Brid finds out—”

“The Brid won’t find out, because no one will tell her.” Caom flashed him a rabid grin. “She lost. She always loses.”

“She will send her court looking—”

“She won’t know he’s here. Not unless someone tells her.” Caom’s voice hardened. “Are you going to tell her, Odran?”

The kelpie crossed wet arms over his chest, black eyes flickering to me as he walked alongside the slow-moving cart.

“No,” he muttered.

“Help me,” I rasped to him, twisting to try and lean closer, over the edge of the cart. “Where the fuck are they taking me?”

Odran’s beetle-like eyes saddened as he looked at me. His arms fell back to his sides.

“I cannot.”

“Don’t talk to him, water horse,” Caom snarled. “Or I’ll come over there and cut out your tongue myself.”

The kelpie’s face remained expressionless, his endless eyes shifting to Caom behind me. “I’d like to see you try, gancanagh. All you’re good for is fucking, and from what I’ve heard, you are not even very good at it.”

Caom spat a vile curse at him. I jumped when an apple flew past me, straight for Odran’s face. He ducked it and quirked a black brow.

“Such a child.”

“Fucking water horse—”

I could hear Caom scrambling up, no doubt to vault out of the cart and launch himself at the kelpie. I took the opportunity to shove myself up and off the side of the cart, landing with a pained thud. Odran gazed down at me, but I didn’t stick around to find out what he’d do. I scrambled to my feet, skidding over the damp earth, and ran.

My heart was pounding in my chest. I kept losing my balance thanks to my arms being tied behind my back, but I gritted my teeth and ignored the jeers and cruel laughter from the procession of creatures who watched.

I grunted when a huge arm scooped me up, my eyes bugging out of my head as I looked up and saw a long, deer-like face peering back down at me. The creature was huge. It towered over everyone else, with long, trailing limbs and dark, leathery skin.

“You can’t escape, little one,” it told me in a deep, grating voice. “You will fulfil your role for all of us.”

“What?” I stared up at it in horror. “I—”

“I’ll take him back to the cart.”

Odran’s calm voice made me flinch. The creature dipped its great head in a nod and handed me over to the kelpie, who set me on my feet with wet hands. I tried to jerk back, but he held my shoulders in a firm grip and led me away.

“I’ll tell him,” he whispered in my ear as he urged me back to the cart, where I could see Caom and Idony peering over. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell him.”

“Who?” I snarled. “Tell who? Just fucking help me. Where are they taking me?”

“Unseelie land. The Carlin’s court. She wants you.”

The blood drained from my face. “Wants me?”

“Not as a lover.”

Odran fell silent as Caom jumped off the cart and snatched my arm, jerking me to him. I fought his hold, but he was as freakishly strong as Odran. All of them were.

“What were you saying to him?” Caom snapped, hoisting me back onto the cart, making my face flame with indignation. They were passing me around like a sack of fucking potatoes.

When Odran said nothing, Caom snapped sharp teeth at him. “Fuck off back to your lake.”

Odran ignored him, giving me one last look before he turned and walked back towards his lake, which was behind us now. My eyes snagged on his pale, flexing backside before I could help it. I looked away quickly.

“Oh, him you want?” Caom snarled, throwing himself back down beside the sack of apples in the cart. “Typical.”

“I don’t want anyone,” I gritted out. “I want to go home.”

“We’re taking you there,” Idony said, still sewing. “Your new one.”

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek as fear flooded me, the sharp pain bringing everything into terrifying focus. These things had kidnapped me and were taking me somewhere through the woods. I was fairly sure I wasn’t dreaming at this point. Which meant they were real. This was real.

The Folk were real.


Chapter Four

There was nothing in this cart I could use as a weapon. Nothing that could saw through the rope, which had cut off the circulation in my wrists. My hands were numb and useless.

Caom and Idony ignored me. I tried to calm my panicked breathing as my gaze tracked over all the creatures in this procession as it trooped through the woods. The creature at the front of the cart was short and stubby, with bumpy brown skin and tusks. He held the reins attached to two huge, wolf-like beasts that had blue-white fur and completely white eyes.

Ahead of the cart was a small, hunched-over being with an impossibly large mound of stuff piled up on their back as they walked—fruits, sacks of nuts, leaves and furs. Eight lifeless rabbits hung from one side, strung up by rope.

Two tall, willowy women with long black hair and pale grey skin walked side by side, their steps soft and swaying, their heads together as they murmured.

Further back, behind the cart, was a cluster of small grey, hairy creatures with stubby horns. Puca. The word came to me with a jolt, and I licked my lips nervously, memories flooding back.

I’d seen them before. I’d seen other creatures in this procession before too, but I was trying very hard not to think about it.

I couldn’t see the front of the procession. It vanished into the morning fog that hung between the trees, only haloed dots of blue-white fire from lanterns piercing the thick mist. Even though the sun was rising beyond the thick trees, the air was getting cooler. I was only in shorts, my feet and chest bare. I shivered, toes curling against the wood.

“We’ll dress you when we get there.” I jumped when Caom spoke to me. His eyes were calmer and less leering now, as if he’d finally taken the hint that I wasn’t going to fuck him. “We’ll feed you too.”

“I don’t want anything from you.” I was exhausted, my voice hoarse. I’d been unconscious before, not asleep, so I didn’t feel at all rested. I had no idea what had knocked me out.

I looked at the two Folk in the cart with me.

“Did you take me from my garden?” I asked, remembering the freezing fingers wrapping round my ankle. The black cat frantically trying to tell me to go inside just moments before.

“Not us. Belial.” Caom jerked his chin towards the front of the procession, too far ahead for us to see. “Aside from the Carlin’s own sons, he’s the best at sneaking in the dark.”

I shivered at the thought of some unknown creature creeping towards me while I sat there, totally unaware.

“What’s the Carlin?” They’d mentioned her already, a few times.

Caom chuckled while Idony rolled her eyes.

“You really are clueless, aren’t you?” he asked me, making my cheeks get hot with anger and embarrassment. “The Carlin is the Unseelie Ruler. Our ruler.”

Unseelie? I remembered the term, from when I’d read up on everything fairy related when I was twelve. My stomach twisted into a tight knot as I thought back to the old book of folklore I’d borrowed from the village library.

The unseelie were the bad ones.

“She’s the Queen of Winter,” Caom continued, leaning forwards and giving me a sly smile. “The Lady of Elements. But it’s her sons you should worry about. The Carlin stays in her court, mainly, but they skulk all over, listening and watching. Hiding in the shadows.”

“Is… Is the Carlin the one who ordered you to take me?” I asked, remembering what Odran had murmured. I didn’t want to drop him in it by telling them he’d already told me, because I was pretty sure he shouldn’t have said anything.

“Oh yes.” Caom shot me a winning smile, all sharp white teeth and impossibly perfect face. “You are special, Ash. And she wants you in her court. On unseelie ground. She will protect you.”

I stared at him. “Protect me from what?”

He shrugged. “Others who want to take you.”

“Why would anyone want to take me?” I looked around frantically with pinched brows. “I’m just—a normal guy. I’m only twenty-one. I haven’t…” I spluttered in disbelief. “Made any fucking enemies, like a mobster.”

“You’re not normal, Ash.” Caom leaned even closer, rolling an apple between his hands.

“Yes, I am.” I gritted my teeth, jerking my chin towards the procession behind the cart. “Okay, fine, the Folk are real. I get it. I could see you when I was a kid—fine. But I haven’t for years. I just… I thought—”

I shook my head, squeezing my eyes shut.

“I haven’t told anyone. I haven’t… told people you exist. You don’t have to do this.” I snorted without humour. “People would just think I’ve lost my mind if I said anything, anyway.”

“That’s not why,” Idony spoke up, staring at me with solid green eyes. “It’s not that you could see us. It’s that you are one of us.”

I stared at her, then barked out a hysterical laugh.

“No, I’m not. I’m human. A mortal.” That was what they’d always called me as a kid—mortal. “I have a dad—a human dad.”

“Your father was human, yes.” Caom nodded. “Your mother isn’t. She is one of us. The Folk. You’re only half mortal.”

I snorted and looked away. “Sure.”

I didn’t believe that for a second, but part of me knew this whole situation was really happening. My ass was still sore from falling out of the cart, and my wrists were chafed raw beneath the rope. The air was cold, making me shiver, the wooden cart hard beneath my bare feet.

The rational part of my brain still wanted to chalk this up to a vivid, grief-stricken dream. I was still in the garden, and I’d passed out after seeing that cat. I’d conjured this entire thing to take me away from real life for a little while. Back to when everything was good. When I could play in the garden with strange creatures and return home to my dad, who’d hug me tight and put me to bed. He’d give me indulgent nods while I chattered endlessly about my friends with wings and fur and beetle eyes.

“Aren’t you pleased?” Caom’s tone told me he couldn’t imagine me not being pleased by this news. “This means you have power somewhere inside you. You just need to find it. Unlock it.”

He shot me a salacious grin. “I can help you try to find it, pretty boy.”

“Get fucked,” I snapped at him, but that didn’t seem to deter him. His eyes brightened.

“By yo—?”

“He doesn’t want to fuck you, Caom,” Idony barked, pulling her thread viciously. “Get over it.”

He shot daggers at her before looking at me again.

“Do you want something to eat?” he asked, eyes gleaming as he held out the apple in his hands.

“No.”

He pouted and leaned back, gazing sullenly at the forest.

My stomach was jittery, breaths still coming too fast. I felt like a complete coward, sitting here talking to my fucking captors instead of trying to escape again. But I couldn’t feel my hands anymore, and I knew if I tried to make another run for it, one of the creatures behind us would just catch me again. The big deer beast was bringing up the rear of the procession, and I could see its huge head looming over all the others.

What was going to happen to me? Why had the Folk stolen me?

“I don’t want to be in the Carlin’s court,” I said through clenched teeth, trying to fight my shivers. The air was getting colder. “I don’t want her protection. I want to go home.”

“You can’t,” Idony said bluntly. “So stop whining. You have no idea how lucky you are, mortal boy. Most humans can only dream of living with the Folk.”

“Then take one of the ones who wants to,” I gritted out.

Caom let out an easy laugh. “It’s not that simple. Yes, we take them sometimes. For fun. This isn’t for fun. This is important.”

“Why is it so important? For me to…” I tried to gesture, anger tightening my chest when I remembered my hands were bound. “Unlock my secret powers or whatever?”

“Because it is.”

I snorted, staring out of the cart. “You’re full of shit.”

“Folk can’t lie.” Caom’s eyes were piercing as he stared at me. “You know this.”

“I don’t know anything. You haven’t told me anything.”

“You know plenty. You know enough. We all told you things when you were younger.”

Idony let out an impatient growl. “Shut up, both of you. We’re nearly there. The Carlin can tell him whatever she wants.”

Fear streaked through me. Who the fuck was this Carlin? Their Unseelie Ruler? So she was a queen? A queen of what—these woods?

How was this real? How was this happening?

My panting breaths came quicker and quicker, and I struggled with the rope again. Need to get free. Need to escape.

Caom made an alarmed sound and crawled forwards. For once, he didn’t try anything suggestive. He placed a long-fingered hand on my chest with firm pressure.

“Breathe, Ash.” His voice was calm. “Don’t panic. There’s no point. We won’t hurt you.”

I exhaled a trembling breath, my body instinctively obeying him. I did remember reading that fairies couldn’t lie, which meant Caom was potentially telling the truth when he said they wouldn’t hurt me.

So why had they taken me?

“That’s it.” His hand was warm as it rubbed over my chest, but his touch made me want to squirm away. “You know, you are handling this remarkably well, all things considered. You are definitely one of us. You know the truth already, deep down.” He chuckled.

I shook my head in automatic protest, sucking in a slower breath. Caom gazed down at me, copper eyes so unnatural but alluring.

“Even with this mortal skin, you are breathtaking,” he said, but his tone was more matter of fact and less slimy, so I just glared at him rather than telling him to fuck off.

“And warm,” he added in a murmur, eyes turning hungry. “Warm skin. Warm eyes.”

Okay, that was enough. I shoved his hand off with a twist of my shoulders and hunched away from him, ignoring his exasperated huff.

“We’re here!” Idony had a bit of life in her for the first time since I’d woken up. She knelt up in the cart, peering ahead with bright eyes. “I can’t wait to get something to eat.”

“Me neither.” Caom settled back in his spot.

She glared at him. “You’ve eaten half the apples we collected, you pig. And you threw some at Odran.”

“Ignore Idony,” Caom said to me. “Sour-faced cow. You’ll be taken straight to the Carlin, but afterwards we’ll come and find you to give you clothes and food.”

My breath caught with panic. They weren’t going to stay with me? As twisted as it was, the thought of Caom and Idony leaving me was terrifying, even though he wouldn’t stop hitting on me and she kept scowling at me. I didn’t want to meet this Carlin on my own. I didn’t want to meet her at all.

“Wh-why aren’t you coming with me?” I hated how small my voice came out.

“We can’t go inside without invitation and”—Caom shrugged—“no invitation. We were just part of the troop that collected you. Belial will take you in.”

I recognised the name. “The one who kidnapped me?”

“Kidnapped,” Idony snorted. “So dramatic.”

I stared at her with hard eyes. “What would you call it? I was snatched out of my garden and knocked unconscious.”

“He didn’t knock you unconscious,” she sneered. “He’s not a brute. He poisoned you. Just a little dose so you fell into a nice sleep for the journey. Evidently, he didn’t use enough,” she added in a mutter.

I spluttered. “He poisoned me?”

“He’s a wonderful apothecary.” Idony’s tone was gushing, her eyes softening for the first time. “A master.”

Caom gave me a conspiratorial eyeroll. “Idony’s been half in love with him for years.”

“Shut up, pig,” she hissed, jabbing her bony elbow into his side. “He’s coming.”

I sucked in a sharp breath, head whipping round. A tall, lithe male dressed in black leather armour with gleaming silver adornments was slinking alongside the procession towards the cart. He had pale blue skin, black hair pulled up into a high ponytail and unnaturally electric blue eyes. He was as beautiful as everyone else seemed to be.

“Hello, Belial,” Idony said breathlessly as the procession came to a slow halt and he stopped alongside the cart. Ignoring me, he nodded once at her before those glowing eyes slid to Caom and held.

“Hello, Caom.” His voice was low and smooth, almost emotionless, but even I could see the barely masked yearning in his bright eyes.

Caom gave a little half wave, apparently entirely oblivious, and Belial let out a small sigh only I heard. He finally looked at me, eyes briefly tracking over my frame.

“Are you ready to meet the Carlin?” he asked.

“No.”

His lips quirked but he didn’t smile. “Have you shaken off any lingering effects? Or do you need something so you’re clearheaded for your meeting?”

“You mean from the poison you gave me?” I snarled, wishing my hands were free so I could punch him in the face.

“Yes.”

I was momentarily stunned by his flat tone. His total lack of remorse, or even sheepishness at being confronted. He just stared at me patiently, waiting.

I flattened my lips. “I’m not meeting her.”

His head cocked just a little, black brows drawing together. “Yes you are.”

“He means he doesn’t want to,” Caom supplied, and Belial’s face cleared.

“Ah. Well. That’s irrelevant. Let’s get you down from the cart.” He looked at Caom again. “Will you help me, Caom?”

The two of them hoisted me onto my feet in the dirt, my face on fire with indignation.

“Are you going to untie me?” I bit out, glaring between the two Folk. Idony sat silent in the cart, staring at Belial in a lovesick stupor.

“If Caom felt the need to bind your hands, I doubt it would be wise for me to untie you just yet.” Belial took my arm in his long-fingered grip. “Let’s go.”

“We’ll find you after!” Caom called after me as Belial led me away, seeming entirely unbothered by how much I struggled in his grip.

Why were all these Folk so fucking strong?

“Seriously, what’s going on?” I was panting with anxiety. “Why does the Carlin want to meet me? Why does she want me on her land?”

“She will tell you everything she wishes,” was all he said as he led me past the other Folk in the trooping procession.

The two slender, black-haired women whispered as I passed. A gaggle of short, spindly creatures with needle-sharp teeth grinned up at me, looking bloodthirsty. One of them let out a sharp shriek. I jumped violently when three booming, bloodcurdling barks vibrated through my head. A hound with shaggy, dark green fur and a long, braided tail leapt out of the procession and lumbered towards us. I huddled closer to Belial without even thinking about it.

The dog was huge—larger than a cow—and its eyes glowed white with rage as it snarled at the gaggle of sharp-toothed creatures. They snapped back but vanished with squeals of terror.

Up ahead, a tall, long-limbed man wearing a black coat and wide-brimmed hat stepped out of the procession. When he whistled sharply, the monstrous dog reluctantly slunk back to his side.

I exhaled a trembling breath and saw Belial glance over at me with questioning eyes.

“You have seen some of our kind before, yes?” he asked, still gripping my arm as he led me down the long line of waiting Folk.

“S-some.”

I stared fearfully when we passed the giant hound and its master, who was idly petting the colossal dog with a pale green hand as he smoked a long clay pipe, his face hidden in shadows under the brim of his hat. I felt his eyes on me as we passed.

Belial made a dismissive sound. “Well, you don’t have to worry about Ankou and his hound. Not yet, anyway.”

“What does that mean?” I asked breathlessly.

“His hound appears as the omen of death for Folk. Then Ankou comes to take the dead away.”

Christ. That guy was the Grim Reaper for the Folk? I shuddered and kept my head down, not wanting to see any more.

“Don’t be afraid, Ash.”

I didn’t answer Belial, because what was the point?

“Just be respectful when you meet the Carlin,” he continued, pitching his voice lower. “Do not speak first. Do not look her in the eye until she allows it. Do not draw the attention of her sons. You want that even less.”

I licked my dry lips. “Caom mentioned her sons too. Are they… are they bad?”

“Yes.” He squeezed my arm. “Are you sure you don’t want something to feel clearer? I barely gave you a dose, but still. You are half mortal.”

Oh yeah. I’d forgotten this fucker poisoned me. And this “half mortal” bullshit again. It wasn’t going to work.

“You really think I’d let you give me anything else?” I tried to yank my arm free but couldn’t, obviously. “And I’m full mortal. Human. Normal.”

Belial’s head cocked again, in the same manner as before. “No, you’re not.”

I rolled my eyes. This guy was even more oblivious than Caom. I didn’t bother to answer him, growing distracted as the trees started thinning out. The air was even colder; faint, pearly mist spinning as we disturbed it.

The colours in the sky were… wrong. Not normal sunrise colours. These were unnatural shades of purple, pink and blue melting effortlessly together. The outline of the moon was still visible, but it was faint, like it wasn’t really there—like I was looking at a ghost of it instead. The thought made me uneasy.

Where was I?

The mist thickened suddenly, and there was impenetrable silence for a few moments as Belial led me through it, leaving the forest and the entire procession behind.


Chapter Five

We emerged into a field blanketed in tiny purple flowers.

The mist had fallen lower, closer to the ground until it rested on the top of the grass and swirled round my bare, frozen feet with every step.

I hadn’t spent all that much time in the forest next to my house, because Dad hadn’t liked me going wandering in there as a kid, but I was fairly certain that this place didn’t exist within it, or out the other side of it.

The land rolled gently in places, dotted with lakes, but was largely flat except for a huge hill in the centre.

With a gigantic palace on top.

Even from this distance, I could see a steep, gleaming staircase leading up to the palace, which rose into the air like pale grasping fingers—spiky and jagged, like it was made of ice. It glittered in the weak morning sun.

Without saying a word, Belial started leading me towards it.

My stomach squeezed tight with fear, and I struggled fruitlessly again to get away. To break free and sprint madly in the opposite direction, back into the forest that I could see ringing the fields like a fortress wall.

I couldn’t hear anything of the procession behind us in the forest, as though the mist had blocked all sound, but as we made our way closer to that looming palace, sudden voices and laughter made me jump. I looked back over my shoulder to see the trooping Folk emerging through the mist behind us.

“I—I don’t want to meet the Carlin,” I said to Belial in a small voice, feeling like a scared little boy. “Do I have to?”

“Yes,” he said simply, his grip on my arm firm but not painful.

My heart pounded in my chest, head still feeling foggy from whatever Belial had poisoned me with. Was this really happening? I was being taken to meet a… a fae queen? A ruler of the Folk? Even as I questioned how this could possibly be real, a part of me felt like this chain of events had been in motion ever since I was a boy. Ever since the first time I saw the Folk—that golden-skinned creature who had appeared in my garden and asked if I’d wanted to be friends. Nua.

Was he here somewhere?

“I don’t understand,” I said desperately to Belial. “Why does she want to meet me?”

“She will tell you everything she wishes,” was all he said again, making a spark of anger chase away some of the fear.

“Don’t I get a fucking say in this?” I tried to jerk my arm free again. “Why do you think you can just steal people from their homes?”

He just slid me a look and said nothing.

I stared up at the palace as it loomed above us, stumbling on the first step as Belial started leading me up them.

“D-don’t I even get to get dressed properly?” I asked, desperate for any reason to delay this. “I’m half naked. I’m not wearing shoes.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

Fuck. Fuck. What was going to happen to me when I got in there? What was she going to do?

Two guards stood in front of the monstrous double doors to the palace. They wore silver armour that gleamed with ice blue accents, and the eyes that peered at me from beneath their helmets were an unnaturally bright silver as well.

Without saying a word, they heaved those huge doors open.

My breaths were shuddering out of me as we stepped into a vast entrance hall that was just a blank white space. A huge chandelier hung above us, with another giant set of doors in front. The walls gleamed with iridescent blues and whites, and the air was even colder than outside. I shivered, the chill pricking at my bare skin.

Belial kept walking forwards until we reached that other set of doors, engraved with creeping vines, dead trees and dancing figures. Still silent, he pushed one open and led me inside.

My eyes immediately locked onto the woman on a huge throne that looked clear and shiny like ice, its backrest carved into jagged spikes like a miniature version of the palace we stood in.

The woman sitting in it was already watching me, and already smiling. She had only one eye, which was a deep cobalt blue. A nasty scar melded the other lid together, and it was sunken into the empty socket.

Her teeth were bronze. They flashed in the blue-white fire lighting the torches and chandelier hanging over her head. Her hair was pure white, her skin almost as pale, and in one long-fingered hand tipped with sharp, curving nails, she loosely held a staff made of white wood with a shimmering, rough chunk of blue crystal on top.

Despite the teeth and the scar, she should have been beautiful. Her features were delicate and pointed, her skin as clear as glass. But she wasn’t. Something about her sent revulsion shuddering through me. Her expression was too hard. Too cold, even though she was smiling.

“What a wonderful day this is already.” Her voice was raspy and deep. “You have finally joined us, Ash.”

She rose smoothly from her seat and approached, leaving the staff behind. I was shaking with fear and cold. There were four other thrones in the room, all of them occupied—no doubt by her terrifying sons—but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her gleaming teeth and cobalt eye.

“Did a part of you know this day was coming?” she asked as she reached me. Belial finally let go of my arm and stepped back, but I was frozen in place, pinned by her one piercing eye.

“Did a part of you always suspect that there was something more for you out there?” she continued. “More to you than everyone else?”

“No,” I rasped honestly, and she let out a tinkling laugh that sounded like pebbles skidding over ice.

“Well, you’ll find out soon enough. There is more to you than everyone else, sweet Ash. You are not just a mere mortal.”

“Y-yes I am.” I licked my lips nervously. “Please, I don’t—I shouldn’t be here.”

She pursed her lips before flashing another bronze-toothed grin. “I think here is exactly where you should be.”

I shook my head weakly, trying not to shiver in the cold of the room, my hands still tied behind my back. “I don’t want to be here. I don’t understand. I’m not anyone. I’m not—not one of you.”

“But you are, sweet boy. Your mother is one of us, Ash.” She shook her head sadly. “But she abandoned you. Left you on the doorstep of your mortal father without even a look back. But I never would.”

She swept an arm back to the four silent men sitting on their thrones, two either side of the huge central one she’d vacated.

“I keep my sons close. They live in luxury here. They want for nothing.”

I tried to surreptitiously look at them. They were all tall with white hair like the Carlin’s, except for the one to the farthest left.

His hair was as black and iridescent as a beetle’s carapace, contrasting sharply with his pale skin. His black eyes were hooded, making his gaze look bored and all-consuming at the same time. Finely shaped black brows arched above his sullen gaze. Paired with sharp, high cheekbones and an insolent mouth, he was almost painfully beautiful.

He was staring back at me, and something in his gaze made my stomach twist into a tight knot.

I looked away quickly, darting my eyes over the other three sons. The tallest was narrow-shouldered, with long white hair twisted back into a tight braid, and a sharp face. His eyes were the exact same shade as the Carlin’s, and they were watching me keenly.

Beside him was a man with similarly white hair, though his was loose and framing his face. His eyes were pale blue, and he was handsome—until he smiled, and I saw the bronze teeth just like his mother’s crowding his wide mouth.

On the other side of the huge central throne, beside the black-eyed son was a male with long, wavy white hair and filmy, unfocused white eyes. A white dog with glowing red eyes sat on his lap, and long fingers drifted absently over its back.

Unbidden, my gaze darted back to the black-haired son. He was still watching me, his gaze hooded and filled with disdain. I saw his black eyes flicker down my frame and back up, and I felt my face get hot. It wasn’t my fault I was standing here half naked. I hadn’t asked for this.

“My sweet boy.” I jumped when the Carlin cupped my face, her one cobalt eye gazing at me. “You are one of us.”

I licked my lips nervously, eyes darting back over to her black-haired son. He was no longer looking at me, instead gazing off into the middle distance with a bored expression.

“I’m not,” I said again, weakly. “I’m human. Mortal.”

“Half mortal, yes. For now. But while here, you will shed your mortal skin. Become one of us fully.”

Shed my mortal skin? I paled, the blood draining from my face.

“You are one of us, Ash,” she said yet again. “Your true self is hidden beneath this mortal skin for now, but soon it will emerge, and it will be glorious. You will become one of us truly.”

“You… you mean unseelie?” I looked around at the icy, cavernous room. “I’m… unseelie?”

The Carlin smiled indulgently. “You are one of the Folk, yes. You couldn’t ever just live your whole life in the mortal world, Ash. You would get sick. You would wither away to nothing. Here, you will live a long life. Far longer than any mortal.”

I shook my head weakly. “I don’t want to live an unnaturally long life.”

Those long, taloned fingers tightened on my face, making me wince before they relaxed again.

“So mortal.” She gave a tinkling laugh, like icicles falling to the ground. “So ungrateful. That will go, don’t you worry. You’ll shed your mortal trappings soon enough.”

Her hands slid down to cup my neck, an uncomfortably intimate touch that made me want to squirm. I didn’t dare, not with how close those sharp talons were to my throat.

“You will live here while you find yourself. Shed this mortal skin and become your true self.”

I sucked in a shaky breath. “Please, I—”

I cut myself off with a gasp when I felt one of those nails slice quickly under my ear, a sharp, cold sting that made me flinch.

“Clumsy me.” The Carlin laughed and let go of me. “These talons. Just a tiny cut.”

The wound throbbed like it was frostbitten. I wondered if it was bleeding, but couldn’t raise my hand to check. My heart thudded with fear.

“Belial, my dear.” The Carlin waved a lazy hand. “Make sure Ash is seen to. Find him somewhere comfortable to sleep. Food to eat and as much wine as he pleases.”

She smiled at me, her bronze teeth gleaming. “Welcome to your new home, sweet boy.”


Chapter Six

I was led away from the Carlin’s court by Belial, who held my arm in a gentle but firm grip.

As soon as we were clear of the palace’s huge front steps, I glanced over at him fearfully.

“What’s going to happen to me?”

“Nothing.” The blue-skinned fae didn’t smile as he looked back at me, but his face wasn’t cruel. “I will take you to your new home. You will get settled in and start living the ways of the Folk, until you shed your mortal skin.”

“Can you tell me what that means?” I was breathing shallowly, trying to slow my frantically beating heart. “I don’t understand. Please—I don’t want to be here. I don’t want a new home.”

“You will be comfortable,” he said instead of answering me. “The Carlin will make sure of it.”

“I don’t want to be comfortable here. I don’t want to be here.” I shot him a glare as anger bubbled. “How long have you been watching me? Years? Waiting for the right time to poison me and snatch me up?”

“No,” he said evenly. “I wasn’t watching you. Others did, when you were a child. When you turned twenty-one, the Carlin started preparing for you to live here. She tasked me with ensuring you made it here safely, with minimal fuss. It was a tiny dose—nothing that could have ever hurt you.”

“But why did she wait until I was twenty-one? What’s so special about me turning twenty-one?”

He didn’t answer, just shifted his electric blue gaze to me briefly before looking away again.

We were passing the edge of a small village with cobbled streets and thatched roofs. It looked deceptively normal, if archaic. Wooden seating was arranged outside of a tavern and a café, and Folk sat there with little cups, talking and laughing.

While many were humanoid, none of them looked like humans. I shuddered and started to look away, but then I saw Caom hurrying towards us, juggling a stack of clothing and a basket laden with food and bottles.

“I’ll come with you,” he said as he caught up, shooting me a brilliant smile. “Help you get settled in.”

“I’m not getting settled in anywhere,” I seethed, struggling fruitlessly to rip my arm out of Belial’s grip.

Caom foisted the basket off on Belial, who didn’t seem to mind, and chattered about the clothes he was giving me as we walked away from the weird village, across wide empty fields.

My stomach clenched with fear. Where were they taking me?

When the forest edge loomed in front of us, I stared at it. Were they… taking me back into the forest? Then I noticed the tiny, solitary cottage just in front of the treeline, sitting all alone on the very edge of the fields. It had a thatched roof and dark grey stone walls. I could see just a single window at the front, an old wooden front door and a chimney with smoke already creeping up into the sky. There were tiny fenced-off areas at its sides, one wild and overgrown with plants, the other empty except for something made of wood tucked against the wall.

Mist swirled low over the grass, seeming to creep from the forest floor like fingers trying to reach the little stone building. Even though I could see the leaves on the treetops swaying in a slight breeze, I couldn’t hear anything.

I looked at the house, then back at the forest. It loomed behind the tiny cottage like a great, impenetrable wall.

But it wasn’t impenetrable.

As I stared, wondering if I’d be able to find my way back home through there, I saw eyes.

Big green eyes, staring back at me from the darkness between the trees.

Fear froze me in place. What was out there? Was it worse than what I’d already seen? The man in the wide hat with his death hound? Those little creatures with needle teeth? The big deer-headed beast?

What would I find in the forest if I left? Would I be able to make my way back? Something told me that I wasn’t… there anymore. In that world. Somehow, I was somewhere else. Somewhere I knew I’d never have found if I hadn’t been led here by the Folk themselves.

Did that mean I wouldn’t be able to find my way back?

Those big green eyes blinked once—sideways, not like human eyes—before vanishing.

“Your new home,” Belial said solemnly as we reached the cottage, opening the door and leading me inside.

He still held onto me as he showed me round. The cottage was small, but somehow not cramped despite its low ceilings and thick walls. The hearth was lit, the central room pleasantly warm. Through a narrow archway was a tiny kitchen with a second fire that had a flat stone for frying, and a big copper cauldron hung suspended over the hearth. A dark wooden sideboard took up an entire wall, crammed with bottles and jars and bowls.

A tiny, gouged table sat under the only window with two rickety chairs. The window was deep, the stone walls a foot thick, and half-melted candles were dotted on every surface.

In the main room of the cottage, a threadbare rug covered most of the stone floor, and there was a sagging sofa with a matching armchair. A bookcase stuffed with ancient looking books sat against the wall that led to the only bedroom, which had a simple wooden bed and chest of drawers. A big copper tub sat to one side of the fire. Through the pantry off the kitchen was a tiny latrine with a water pump.

I felt like I’d stepped back in time.

After depositing his basket in the kitchen, Belial finally untied my numb wrists and left with a final longing glance at Caom. The gancanagh didn’t notice, too busy dumping a stack of neatly folded fabric in my arms and telling me to get dressed in proper clothes.

I took them and reluctantly went into the bedroom to change. I didn’t want to keep walking round barefoot and with no shirt—especially if I was going to have to somehow try and find my way home through that huge forest.

Casting a wary glance at the doorway—which had no door—I huddled against the wall to pull on the white shirt first, because it was big and would cover my junk while I took off my shorts. I stared at the leather trousers Caom had given me. Leather? Really?

I struggled to pull the tight trousers up over my ass. They were a deep brown, and the texture didn’t feel like cow’s leather.

“I look fucking ridiculous.”

“Let me see.” Caom’s voice was too eager from the next room, and I heard the pad of bare feet getting closer in a rush.

“No,” I barked, fumbling to do up the lacing before he burst in. “I’m not dressed yet.”

“I don’t mind.”

I snorted without humour. “I’m sure you fucking don’t.”

The trousers finally on, I stared down at myself. I’d left the shirt untucked, but it was large and had billowing sleeves.

“I look like a pirate.”

“Can I see yet?” Caom whined from right outside the doorway.

I sighed. “Fine.”

He burst into the room and stopped dead, staring at me. My cheeks flushed hot.

“You look spectacular,” he breathed, which just made my face burn even hotter. “Can you just pull up the shirt for a second so I can see your—”

“Not doing that.” I stomped past him into the main room of the tiny cottage.

“What about your boots?” Caom followed me out of the bedroom, holding them out. Brown leather with laces, they looked surprisingly modern, which I didn’t mind.

I sat down in the overstuffed, patched up armchair with a rough covering to pull on a pair of thick woollen socks that were itchy but blessedly warm.

“So… I’m supposed to live here?” I asked Caom as I shoved on the boots, glancing up to look around while I laced them.

“Yes, this is yours,” Caom said cheerfully, flopping down onto the sofa.

I looked around again uneasily. “Whose was it before?”

He cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

I side-eyed him and gestured at the room. “It’s furnished. There’s stuff here. So someone was living here, surely.”

“Oh.” He waved a lazy hand. “Not for years. At least a century.”

He pointed at the door to the bedroom. “I brought you fresh bedding. It’s in your room.”

I snorted, leaning down to tug my left boot, making sure it was secure. They fit almost perfectly.

“You know I’m going to run the moment I can. I don’t need clean bedding.”

Caom just shot me a sad smile. “I know you’re going to try. But you won’t get far. So you will need the bedding.”

I gritted my teeth, staring back at him. I was being lulled into a false sense of security by him. He was a flirt, but he was friendly and seemed to be helping me when he didn’t need to. But he was still one of them. He’d still played a part in kidnapping me and bringing me here.

“I’m sure this is a shock,” Caom said, pausing when I let out a humourless snort. That was the second time I’d heard that in the last few weeks.

My heart spasmed at the thought of Dad and Mags. Guilt churned in my guts that I could have gone even a few hours without thinking of them, despite everything.

If I was forced to stay here, would I forget them entirely?

“I’m not saying this to manipulate you, Ash.” Caom leaned forwards on the sofa, crossing his long legs. “But you don’t want to anger the Carlin too much by trying to escape constantly. Her guards are in the forest. They will be watching for you. She will take it as a personal slight if you try and leave.”

“As if I give a shit if I offend her,” I muttered, slouching back in the armchair and folding my arms over my chest like a petulant child.

“You will if she changes her mind about her hospitality.” His voice was flat. “You will if she sends her blade here to gut you in your sleep.”

I stared at him. “Her blade?”

He nodded, mouth grim. “Her youngest son. Lonan. All of them are snakes that slither round the place spying for her, but he is her killing blow. Her assassin.”

I shivered, wondering whether that was the black-haired son. “What about the others?”

“Balor is the eldest. He’s her eyes. He sees everything and reports it all back to her. Bres is the second eldest, with the honeyed voice. Her mouthpiece. Cethlen, the second youngest, hears all gossip and rumours among the Folk. And Lonan is her blade. Her killing hand.”

“How…” I licked my lips. “How can I tell them apart?”

“Lonan is the most dangerous, and he’s the easiest to spot. Black hair and dead eyes. If he comes for you, you’re fucked.”

So that one was him. I thought back to seeing him in the Carlin’s court. His eyes had been jet black, but… they hadn’t looked dead to me.

Although I wasn’t so sure how happy I was that an assassin had been staring at me.

“Balor is the tallest, and his eyes are the same colour as the Carlin’s. Bres has her bronze teeth. Cethlen has filmy eyes. He’s blind. He’s accompanied by a hellhound at all times. Small and white, with red eyes. You’ll see the hellhound before you spot him.”

I exhaled a shaky breath. “Thanks for the info.”

The tiny cut on my neck throbbed, and I glanced over at Caom as I reached up to touch it. “The Carlin cut me when I met her.”

He went still, copper eyes tracking my fingers where they rubbed just beneath my earlobe. His gaze slowly lifted to meet mine.

“You can’t leave then,” he said, making me freeze. “You wouldn’t be able to get into the forest even if you avoided all the guards.”

“What?”

He gestured at my neck. “That wasn’t an accident, Ash. She’s bound you to her land. To her.”

“What?” I repeated, horror creeping into my voice. “Bound me to her? What does that mean? What do you mean?”

“Just that you can’t leave unseelie ground now.” He exhaled, then tried to give me a smile. “At least it stops you agonising over it, doesn’t it? Just relax and enjoy it. Enjoy your new life.”

I shot to my feet, hands clenching into fists. “Enjoy it? Enjoy it? I’m supposed to sit here and fucking… play make-believe in this house like I should be here?”

“You are one of us, Ash.” Caom’s voice was harder and more impatient as he stood up. “You can deny it a million times, but that won’t make it any less true. You know I can’t lie. None of us can lie. Well, except you.”

“No, I don’t know that, because fairies aren’t supposed to be fucking real.” I was breathing hard now. “So anything I’ve read was fiction. Folklore. How can I trust any of it?”

“Well, you’ll see eventually.” Caom walked to the door, but paused and looked back at me. “I’ll come back in the morning. I know you’re still going to try and leave. Don’t hurt yourself.”

Then he was gone.

I stood there, panting with impotent rage for long moments. Fury burst through me in hot waves, driving me outside and towards the looming wall of the forest.

Fuck Caom. Fuck the Carlin and her sons. Fuck her hidden guards. I was leaving.

I strode to the treeline but froze before stepping foot into the shadowed depths of the forest. How was it so dark in there? It was mid-morning now, the sun up and the land bright around me, but it was like the trees sucked up all the light before it even came close to hitting the forest floor. I couldn’t see anything beyond the first row of thick trunks.

Taking a shaky breath, I took a single step forwards. Then another.

I grinned in triumph when I stepped past the first row of trees, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. The Folk couldn’t lie, my ass. Caom had just lied right to my face about not being able to leave.

I was lifting my boot to take another step when pain exploded through every inch of my body. I flew back through the air, narrowly missing a thick tree trunk, to land with a pained thud on the grass on the other side of the treeline.

I panted, wild eyes darting around to try and spot whatever had shoved me before it slunk back into the darkness of the forest. But there was no movement. Nothing. I got shakily to my feet, wincing at the pain in my tailbone, and stared uncertainly at the trees.

After moving further down the treeline, I swallowed and stepped closer again, slower and quieter this time. I held my breath as I breached the forest, wincing when a twig snapped under my boots.

I was shoved back again, sailing through the air and skidding over the ground, my lungs emptying in a painful rush. I gasped for breath, staring up at the strangely lit sky.

A melodic trill from nearby on my left made me jump. I sat up, breathing hard, and stared at the blackbird hopping over the grass. It gazed back at me, head cocking, before it hopped closer.

“Are you one of them?” The words burst out of me. “Are you the one who’s watched me ever since I was a kid? I’ve seen you. I noticed you.”

My tone was accusing, and the rational part of my brain was trying to calmly tell me I was yelling at a bird.

“Have you been spying on me? Telling her things? Well tell her I don’t want her fucking protection. I don’t want her fucking cottage or her food or to find my true self. I want to leave.”

The blackbird’s head cocked again as it gazed at me with beady black eyes. As I panted, staring at it, I felt myself deflate and my eyes filled up with tears. I pulled my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms round them as I stared at the forest.

“I don’t want to be here,” I whispered, feeling pathetic and childish, but no one was here to see it except the bird. “I want Dad back. And Mags.”

I let out a low sob. “Am I losing my mind?”

Arguably I was, as I sat in the grass and said all this to a blackbird. It trilled again, hopping so close that it brushed against my boot. Then it hopped up onto my foot. I stared at it, too shocked to move or cry anymore.

The bird trilled one last time before bursting into flight, making me jump. I stared after it as it took off, dread filling my belly.

What if it was a spy for the Carlin? Was it going to go back and tell her everything I’d said? Would she send her black-eyed son here to kill me?

I slowly got to my feet on shaky legs. Suddenly, the cottage seemed like the safest place. With one last look at the forest, I turned and headed back inside, then stood there in silence in the main room.

What the hell was I supposed to do now? Sit here and make myself comfortable? Eat? Drink wine? Caom had brought several bottles with him, and they now rested on the lowest shelf in the pantry.

Actually, wine sounded like a fan-fucking-tastic idea. I strode into the kitchen and towards the tiny pantry with determined steps, faltering only when I was bending down to grab a bottle.

Memories pinged again, words written in the books I’d hungrily consumed as a kid. You weren’t supposed to eat or drink anything the Folk offered you. You weren’t supposed to consume anything from their world, or you would never be able to leave.

I backed away from the wine and the pantry, retreating into the living room. Feeling utterly hopeless, I stared around at the small space. I was going to lose my mind if I just had to sit here in silence, but I wasn’t willing to wander off alone. I had no idea what would happen to me if one of the Folk found me on my own.

With dragging steps, I walked over to the bookcase. The books looked ancient, half of them crumbling where they sat, threatening to turn to dust if I moved them even an inch.

Rudimentary Charms to Draw in the Plain Ones. Care for Changelings. Basic Recipes for Sickness. The Drachmsmith’s Garden.

The titles all sounded ominous, but that last one snagged my gaze and held it. Drachmsmith. Why did I recognise that word? It was totally foreign to me, but it felt like I’d heard it before.

Another book’s spine caught my eye. Potions for the Novice Drachmsmith.

For some reason, something made me reach out and gently pull that one free. I exhaled in relief when it stayed intact in my hands, but the stiff front cover was loose as I carried it over to the sofa and sat down, resting it on my knees. Gingerly opening it, I stared at the handwritten message on the first page.

To my darling Briordan,

May this start you on your journey to becoming as great as I know you will. I expect you to have brewed an exquisite flask of something that will keep me up—and I mean up—all night when I return from the troop. I miss you terribly, and I haven’t even left yet. But when you see this, I’ll be on the journey already to the Seelie lands. I’ll need a stiff drink on my return (and a stiff something else).

Keep our bed warm. I love you.

Eowan.

I glanced up warily at the silent room. Caom had said this place had been empty for more than a century. Were these Folk—Briordan and Eowan—dead? The thought made me sad, for some reason. They’d clearly been madly in love.

I hoped Briordan had become a great drachmsmith—whatever that meant. I hoped Eowan had made it back safely and they’d had rampant sex all night just like he’d wanted. That was probably a weird thought to have about dead Folk, but it was the least I could do, seeing as I was currently sitting in their house.

I carefully turned to the next page and realised the entire book was handwritten—though the scrawl was different to Eowan’s slanted one in his message. This was neater and blockier, easier to read, though the writing was tiny.

I tracked my eyes down the list of contents. A drachmsmith’s pantry and essential ingredients. Beginner brews. Overnight brews. Full moon brews. Advanced potions. Healing potions. Deadly potions. Antidotes.

I sat back and started reading.


Chapter Seven

Sometime in the afternoon, I caved. My mouth was achingly dry, throat clicking when I swallowed. I carefully set the book down and got up to go to the water pump with a wooden cup I found on the sideboard in the kitchen.

There was a wooden bucket outside the latrine door. After checking it was clean, I pumped water into it and used that to rinse the cup. Then I hesitated. It felt wasteful to just pour the water away. Carrying the bucket into the kitchen, I poured it into the big, dented copper pot over the hearth, figuring I’d find a use for it. Maybe.

Returning to the pump, I filled the bucket with fresh water and dipped the cup in. My eyes slid closed as I gulped down the cool liquid. I drank until my belly felt full, just in case the water was safe but food would be what trapped me here.

Although I knew I’d have to eat eventually.

Returning to the book, I didn’t move for hours, until I started shivering and realised I’d let the fire bank too low. At least I knew how to build and tend to a fire, having spent years doing it at home. I crossed the room and carefully fed a new log into the low flames, warming my hands when it caught.

Rubbing my arms, I glanced around the room. It was getting darker as the sun started to sink. Standing up, I went into the kitchen and stooped a little to peer out of the only window on this side of the cottage. It was at the back of the house, so I could see the dark interior of the forest outside.

A sudden rush of anger straightened me back up. What the fuck was I doing, sitting in this cottage reading? Had I really given up on escaping that easily? What was wrong with me?

I stormed back outside, glancing around warily, but there was still no one around. It was like I’d been abandoned here. The Folk’s newest plaything, already forgotten.

My legs unsteady, I walked to the edge of the forest again and stopped, staring. My gut clenched at the memory of the blinding pain that had exploded through every inch of me as I’d been thrown back out. I raised a hand and touched the cut from the Carlin. Could she really… stop me from leaving like that?

My eyes filled at the thought of never seeing our house again. My house. It was just me now. A tear slipped free, dripping down my cheek as I stared unseeing into the forest. I pictured somehow finding my way back and stepping inside the silent, empty cottage. I’d never come home again to find Mags cooking dinner in the kitchen, a delicious smell filling the air, and Dad reading in the living room in front of the fire.

I’d never wake up and hear Dad downstairs, singing off-key as he and Mags bustled round the kitchen, making coffee and toast for breakfast. We’d never all spend an evening together in the living room, under blankets with Mags’ hot chocolate, watching terrible horror movies. Mags hated them, but she’d always indulged mine and Dad’s obsession, hiding her face in Dad’s chest at any gory bits.

For a brief, terrible moment I wanted to turn and run back into the cottage behind me. Throw myself into that old bed and hide away forever. Maybe I should just stay here, I thought miserably, in this world so far removed from my own. There was nothing for me back there anymore. Just an empty house and grief. Days of fitful sleeping and nights of sitting in the silence in the garden, crying until I exhausted myself or staring into the darkness, feeling like I was already dead.

I don’t want to go back. The voice in my head was small and weak, like a child, and it urged me to take a step back, away from the forest.

I stiffened, hands clenching into fists. No. I couldn’t just give up. Maybe there was nothing for me back there, but that didn’t mean I’d just lie down and accept whatever the Folk wanted with me.

Trying to forget the pain of last time, I tensed my trembling legs and marched into the forest. As I passed the first of the trees, my eyes snagged on something pale against a thick trunk. It looked like… paper. Like a note. But before I could stop, agony exploded, and I was flung back through the air.

I landed on the grass with a thud, groaning and coughing weakly from the impact. I rolled onto my side, convinced I’d see blood spray over the grass. It felt like all my organs had ruptured. Like every one of my bones had turned to dust.

I lay there panting, grass tickling my cheek, until the pain faded. My arms trembled as I forced myself up and turned to look at the forest again.

There was a note. A piece of paper. It had been pinned to the trunk with a dagger. I stood up unsteadily and walked over, fearful of even reaching an arm past the forest edge when the pain was still so fresh.

The dagger was short, with an off-white blade that gleamed weirdly and a wooden handle. I recognised it. I’d seen a similar blade before, but I couldn’t think where. My brain still felt fuzzy from the pain.

Breathing fast, I reached out a trembling hand and grasped the handle, giving it a sharp yank to pull it free from the wood. The note came with it, pierced by the blade.

I stumbled back from the treeline quickly, not wanting to get thrown through the air again. Legs still shaky, I sank to the grass and pulled the note free, carefully setting the dagger down beside me.

Ash,

We will watch over you when we can. Do not anger her. Do not draw the ire of her sons.

I’m sorry I was too late reaching you. Be safe.

N

I stared down at the elegant, looping scrawl. Watch over me? Someone was watching over me from the forest? I looked up fearfully, but couldn’t see anything. I remembered the green eyes that had peered back at me when I’d first gotten here. The sideways blinking ones. My breath caught when memories flooded back. Nua, with his golden skin and big green eyes. They’d blinked sideways too.

He’d always been kind. He’d tried to protect me from other Folk. He’d given me a knife just like this one, which was still hidden somewhere in the garden back home.

Was this the same one? Had he gone back to get it? I’m sorry I was late reaching you, he’d written—because this note was clearly from him. It was signed N. Had he been trying to get to me before the unseelie Folk did?

I scrambled to my feet and hesitantly approached the forest again, clutching the note in my fist.

“N-Nua?” I called softly, glancing around fearfully in case any unseelie Folk were lurking. Any of the Carlin’s sons.

There was no answer. No green eyes peering at me. No low, familiar rasp of Nua’s voice, which I could hear clearly in my head now. Telling me things about the Folk. Warning me to stay away from the others.

He’d made me check that we had iron on the doors and windows in the house. I’d read a few years later that iron deterred the Folk. Stopped them getting in.

“Nua?” I whispered frantically, peering into the dim depths of the forest. Was he out there? Could he help me?

I didn’t think he was unseelie, like the Folk who had taken me. He looked different, from what I could remember. Golden. Warm. Most of the unseelie Folk that I’d seen were cold and pale. More unsettling, even though they were beautiful.

I remembered the cold, aloof face of the Carlin’s youngest son. Her assassin. He’d been the most beautiful I’d seen—more beautiful than Odran, the kelpie in the forest—and he was the most terrifying.

When no answer came from the forest, I exhaled and turned back to grab the dagger. At least I had a weapon. And the note offered a kernel of comfort. Nua was Folk, but he’d been my friend as a child. He’d felt safe. Knowing he was watching me from the forest made me feel just a little better.

With one last glance back, I went inside and carefully folded the note, slipping it under the bare mattress in the bedroom with the dagger. Caom seemed nice and a bit airheaded, but I didn’t want to find out what he might do if he came back and found me with a weapon—and a secret message from someone.

When I stepped back into the living room, I realised the light was fading quickly despite the fire, the rest of the small space getting shadowy. On the mantel I found a tinderbox, so I used a piece of tinder to light the candles dotted around the cottage, hissing when it burned too quickly and singed my fingers.

The hearth in the kitchen was laid but unlit, so I used the flint and firesteel in the tinderbox to light it. I vaguely remembered reading that steel didn’t affect the Folk the same way iron did. It was processed, not cold, so it didn’t deter them. I put it in the pocket of my new trousers anyway.

I was hungry—starving—but still unwilling to risk eating. I walked back into the living room and stared at the copper tub. I was going to lose my mind if I sat here in silence, so I went and filled the bucket at the water pump, making the trip several times to fill the big copper cauldron over the kitchen fire to heat water.

Once the water was hot, I stared at it, wondering how the fuck I was going to get it into the bath. In the end, I dragged the tub into the kitchen and positioned it as close to the fire as I could. Finding a thick piece of linen in the sideboard drawers, I covered my hand and grabbed the lip of the cauldron, carefully tipping it until the water rushed out and into the tub.

I dragged it away from the fire with a grunt, back into the living room—away from the window. I wasn’t stripping down where Folk eyes could be peering.

Feeling self-conscious even though I was alone, I took off my clothes and carefully folded them, wincing at the grass stains on the back of my new shirt. But before I got into the tub my stomach growled pitifully, squeezing tight with hunger. I hadn’t eaten all day. I already felt weak and shaky, my brain fuzzy and a headache forming behind my eyes.

I usually had a huge appetite, though it had lessened considerably in the last few weeks. I’d get ill if I didn’t eat. And if I was ill, I wouldn’t be able to fight off any Folk who might come sneaking around.

With a dejected sigh, I padded into the kitchen and towards the pantry, glancing warily at the window. It was nearly dark now, but I couldn’t see anyone out there.

In the pantry, I grabbed an apple and some dried meat. And one of the bottles of wine. Fuck it. If I was eating their food, I might as well get drunk to forget everything as well.

The water was just slightly too hot as I gingerly stepped into the tub. When I sat, it barely lapped round my hips. At least the metal was warm from the fire when I leaned back, pulling the stopper out of the bottle and bringing it to my lips.

I sighed as I gulped down some of the red wine. It was overly sweet but smooth, and honestly, I didn’t give a shit what it tasted like. It would get me drunk. That was all I cared about.

I wolfed down the apple and meat quickly, my stomach aching from sitting empty for too long. Throwing the apple core into the fire, I lay back and nursed the bottle, staring up at a cobweb in the dark corner of the ceiling. The tub was cramped, my knees pressing into the sides and the hard lip digging into the back of my head, but I didn’t care.

I drank the entire bottle, already feeling woozy before I’d finished it. I hadn’t eaten nearly enough to soak up the alcohol, but that was the idea. If I couldn’t leave, at least I could pass out in a drunken stupor and forget everything for a few hours.

The water was tepid when I climbed out, unsteady on my feet. I looked around blearily for a towel but ended up standing in front of the fire naked to get dry. It didn’t take long, and soon I was slipping into my old shorts, almost losing my balance a few times. I found it hilarious, and a tipsy laugh snuffled out of me.

I just wanted to crawl into bed and forget everything. My head spun, and I was getting too warm now with the alcohol heating my blood. I banked the fire in the kitchen and blew out all the candles, then padded to the bedroom.

I groaned when I realised I still had to make the bed. It took twice as long as it should have, my numb, clumsy fingers slipping several times. There was no pillow, so I grabbed an overstuffed cushion from the sofa.

Throwing it down on the bed, I stumbled to the window in the bedroom. My vision wavered as I peered out, but I could see tiny pinpricks of light from the Folk village in the distance. I wondered what they did all night. It had looked deceptively normal when Belial had led me past it. Shops and a tavern, Folk going about their business, most of them ignoring me while a few stared.

I felt simultaneously relieved and unbearably lonely in this tiny cottage set all the way back, on the very edge of the unseelie land. Had they known they’d keep me here? Had they put me here like a shameful secret, hidden away? The Carlin’s court loomed on its hill, those massive front steps gleaming like ice in the moonlight. Lights were on in lots of the windows. I wondered if her sons were in there or out lurking in the village. Or outside this cottage.

Shivering, I stepped away and stumbled to the bed. The sheets were cold and stiff, making me shiver even harder as I stared at the low firelight flickering over the floor from the living room. Aside from the fire’s gentle crackle, there was no other sound until an owl hooted loudly from nearby, making me jump.

Everything spun when I tried shutting my eyes, making me want to vomit. I was too drunk. I needed water, but I couldn’t bring myself to get back out of bed.

Eventually I passed out in a drunken stupor, my body too lax to even react when I heard a rustle right outside the window before I fell unconscious.


Chapter Eight

“What a dump.”

My eyes fluttered open, and I immediately winced at the bright light filling the room. My mouth felt like it was full of cotton, and a wicked headache pulsed in my temples.

“It is not a dump,” Caom muttered from somewhere outside. “This was Briordan and Eowan’s place. It’s just been left for years. I’ll help Ash clean it.”

Idony huffed. “He’s not going to fuck you, you know.”

“I know,” Caom snapped. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t be nice to him, does it?”

There was silence.

“Why would you be nice to him? He’s one of them. I know he’s going to—”

“You don’t have to be a cow to everyone, Idony.” I jumped when there was a sharp rap on the door. “Ash? Are you up? We brought breakfast.”

I struggled out of bed, clawing back my tangled hair and wobbling from the headrush.

Another knock. “Ash?”

“I’m coming,” I rasped, voice like gravel.

I heard Caom groan faintly. “Of course he has to sound like that in the mornings.”

“Like what?” Idony asked.

“Like he’s spent all night fucki—Good morning!”

The blond fae beamed at me when I opened the door. He was standing beside a scowling Idony, who flicked her gaze disdainfully over my frame.

“I thought you gave him proper clothes.”

“He did. I just woke up.” I scrubbed a hand over my face and stepped back, letting them in.

“Are you settling in?” I could tell Caom was trying very hard to keep his eyes off my bare torso. “Did you sleep alright? Did you eat—Ah.” He chuckled. “I see you enjoyed the wine. Good choice.”

“Regretting it now,” I muttered, moving past them to go and get some water in the kitchen.

“Well, honey cakes will help you feel better.” Caom followed me in with a basket and set it on the small table. “And fruit.”

“Do you have any eggs? Or bacon?”

He wrinkled his nose. “No. But the Carlin plans on throwing a celebration for you in the village soon. Plenty of meat there. Of all kinds.”

I rolled my eyes, wincing when it made my head feel like I was driving an ice pick through it.

Caom chuckled and tutted. “Soft mortal constitution. When you shed your mortal skin, you will be able to handle far more wine.”

I ignored the ‘shedding mortal skin’ bit, too hungover to deal with that. I dragged my feet over to the table with my cup of water, gingerly sitting down.

Caom watched me, fiddling with the edge of the cloth covering the basket. “Are you going to be sick?”

I let out a shaky breath and clasped my hands round my cup, staring at it. “Maybe.”

“Ugh.” Idony stomped into the tiny kitchen, peering around with a wrinkled nose. “What wine did he give you? My sister’s is the best. The rest is swill. I’ll bring you some.”

My mouth filled with saliva. I weakly shook my head. “I don’t need more.”

“Come on, eat something.” Caom pulled the cloth free with a flourish. “You’ll feel better.”

I exhaled and forced myself to take a pear. I was pretty sure more sugar would make me feel worse, but I’d take fruit over the stack of honey cakes that smelled cloyingly sweet and looked sticky.

“So what do you want to do today?” Caom asked cheerfully, sitting down opposite me and taking a honey cake. “We can take you into the village. Or just for a walk. We’re in the Mild Months, so nothing is quite as beautiful as it could be—far too warm—but unseelie lands are still breathtaking. If you get up early enough, the mist over the fields is—”

“Have you been reading this?” Idony had wandered back into the living room, and she reappeared holding the Novice Drachmsmith book.

I nodded, chewing morosely on my pear. It was juicy and sweet, perfectly ripe, and just slightly powdery on my tongue.

“Eowan gave this to Briordan when they were young,” she said to Caom with a little smile, which made her face shine. “They were such lovesick fools.”

“You knew them?” I asked, staring between her and Caom. “I thought you said they haven’t lived here for more than a century.”

“They haven’t, but yes, we knew them.”

I stared at Caom. “How old are you?”

He flushed. “Not that old. Nearly two hundred.”

I choked on my last bite of pear, but said nothing.

“So is Idony! That’s young for Folk. Not young-young. We’re adults. Young adults. In our prime.” He grinned at me, taking another bite of honey cake with sharp teeth.

I cleared my throat, setting down the pear core. “If you say so.”

Caom chuckled.

“Of course, not as young as you. Just twenty-one. Flushed with youth.” He winced. “Well, maybe not this morning.”

“How do you know how old I am?”

He paused. “You told us yesterday. In the cart.”

“Oh.” I couldn’t remember, but my brain hadn’t been at its clearest thanks to being poisoned. “So what happened to Briordan and Eowan? Why aren’t they here anymore?”

Caom and Idony shared a look. He cleared his throat. “Briordan became a master drachmsmith. So skilled that the Carlin employed his services.”

“Oh. So… did they move into her court then?”

“No.” Caom fiddled with the last of his honey cake, tearing it apart. “He angered her one day. I’m not sure how. Refused to do something, maybe.”

My gut tightened. “What happened to him?”

“He and Eowan fled before she could kill him.” Caom looked at me, his copper eyes dim with sadness. He gestured out the window, towards the forest. “They went into the woods.”

I looked out the window, at the looming forest that was dark and ominous even in the morning sun. “Are the woods dangerous?”

“Yes.” Caom leaned forwards, gazing at me intently. “Wild lands that separate unseelie and seelie. Solitary Folk live in them. Dangerous Folk. Folk untethered to a court.”

I swallowed. “But… you said Odran was unseelie, and he lives in the forest. Why doesn’t he live here?”

Caom rolled his eyes, sitting back. “Odran does as he pleases. He’s unseelie—just—but he spends most of his time out there. He sometimes comes to the lakes here though.”

I stayed silent, remembering the kelpie’s whispered words to me yesterday. ‘I’ll tell him.’ I wondered who he was talking about. Nua? Did he know Nua?

I pushed back from the table and stood. “I need to get dressed.”

I felt much better with some food and water in my belly, my headache reduced to a dull throb at the back of my skull.

“We’ll wait here,” Caom said cheerfully as I slid past Idony and grabbed my clothes from the sofa, carrying them into the bedroom.

I dressed quickly, flushing a little as I pulled the leather trousers up over nothing. I wasn’t used to not wearing underwear, and I made sure the lacing was done up tightly so no hint of my dick or pubic hair peeked through. Caom would have a field day if I accidentally flashed him.

Luckily the shirt covered my groin anyway. I didn’t bother tucking it in. As I sat on the end of the bed to pull on socks and my boots, I glanced over at the window. In the daylight, I could see the thatched roofs of the little village. The Carlin’s court rose up into the sky like shards of ice, winking in the sun.

Caom and Idony were in the living room when I stepped out of the bedroom, the former lounging on the sofa with an apple while the latter inspected the bookcase.

“What’s this leather from?” I asked curiously, glancing down at my dark brown trousers.

“Mushroom leather,” Caom told me. “Nice, no?”

I shrugged, crossing the room to get my cup from the kitchen.

Idony huffed. “Look at the back of your shirt. Mortals are such animals.”

Caom sat forwards while I peered over my shoulder at the grass stains on my back. He made a little noise in this throat.

“You tried to leave then.” He gave me a small, sad smile. “Are you hurt?”

I cleared my throat, shaking my head. “Hurt at the time.”

“Yes, I can imagine.” He let out a hard breath and smiled up at me. “Well. At least you’re getting settled otherwise. Did you decide what you want to do today?”

My stomach tightened with trepidation at the idea of wandering round the village, even with Caom and the scowling Idony. What if we ran into one of the Carlin’s creepy sons? Or that man in the hat with his giant death dog?

“I… I think I just want to stay here,” I said.

Now that my head was clearing, the hangover fleeing, I wanted to read more of those books. I remembered one of the titles from yesterday. Rudimentary Charms to Draw in the Plain Ones. Did ‘Plain Ones’ mean humans? Mortals? It made sense, as the Folk called themselves the Fair Folk. Maybe there would be something in that book that told me how to leave Folk land and cross back over to the mortal world.

Caom’s face had fallen, but he tried to hide it. “Oh. Alright. Do you want us to stay with you?”

“No, it’s okay.” I smiled at him because I didn’t want to be rude, and his face lit up. I realised it was probably the first time he’d seen me smile. “I’m still feeling tired. And kind of… dazed. I think I just need to rest.”

Idony scoffed, muttering, “Weak mortals.”

Caom ignored her, standing up from the sofa. “Of course. Relax today. We can explore tomorrow. And you’ll see plenty at the Carlin’s celebration for you in a few days.”

He stepped closer and grasped my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re settling in, Ash. Truly, you will grow to love it here. It’s wonderful. And when you shed your mortal skin, you will enjoy it to its fullest.”

I didn’t comment, shooting him a small smile. Idony barely looked at me as she flounced out of the cottage, Caom giving me a small wave before I shut the door behind them.

Letting out a long breath, I made my way into the kitchen to grab the Novice Drachmsmith book that Idony had left on the table. I stopped dead when I saw the blackbird sitting on the outside window ledge on the other side of the glass. Its head cocked when it spotted me.

I stared back.

Was it the same one as yesterday? Was it a spy for the Carlin, seeing what I was up to?

Had it told her that I’d tried to escape yesterday?

After a few moments, the blackbird flew off. Unsettled, I grabbed the book and went back into the living room, carefully pulling the Plain Ones book from the shelf before sitting on the sofa.

It didn’t tell me anything about how to leave Folk land. It just contained recipes for spiced honey cakes, fruit pies and candied nuts. It listed the instruments that drew in mortals best with their sweet music. It talked about the most fragrant flowers to tempt them with their scents. The best steps to draw them into a never-ending dance until their feet bled and they collapsed.

All of it made me feel ill. Had the Folk been doing these things to humans for centuries? Millennia?

I set the book aside, shoulders slumping in despondence. The wound on my neck still felt cold, and I could feel the scab when I traced my fingertips over it.

My eyes slid to the Novice Drachmsmith book. I’d only gotten halfway through it yesterday, but I remembered there was a chapter near the end on healing potions. What if there was a potion to heal the cut? Could it remove whatever the Carlin had done to keep me here?

Flicking to the chapter, I scanned through the recipes until my heart leapt as I read the title of one that could work. Poultice to draw out magic-infected wounds. God, it couldn’t be more perfect. I read through the ingredients hurriedly, my heart sinking with each one.

Crushed rowan bark. Moss grown east-facing from an oak of at least a hundred years. Saffron. Turmeric. Fresh thyme.

I exhaled, staring at the list. Okay, they weren’t totally outlandish ingredients, but how the fuck was I going to find moss grown east-facing from an oak of at least a hundred years?

I lifted my head and stared into the kitchen, at the big sideboard crammed with bottles and jars. Briordan had been a drachmsmith. The ingredients he’d had would all be ancient, probably useless, but I could at least look.

Bringing the book with me, I set it down on the table and approached the sideboard. The jars and bottles were all filled with powders and liquids and clumps of unidentifiable things, but when I lifted one, I noticed a yellowed, handwritten label on the bottom. Petrified wood anemone.

I bit my lip, fighting off a smile. Briordan, you beautiful, organised bastard. I searched through the jars until I’d found everything I needed, except the thyme. The moss was still plump and fresh, somehow, as if it had been put in there yesterday.

Carefully setting everything down beside the book, I headed outside to the little garden at the side of the cottage. I knew what thyme looked and smelled like, because Mags had grown it in her little herb garden, and I spotted a big, wildly out-of-control clump of it easily. Insides jumping with excitement, I pulled off a few sprigs and went back inside. After setting it down with the other ingredients, I leaned over the book to read the recipe.

Mix well over hearth with spit. Once cooled, apply to wound and leave for half a day.

I wrinkled my nose. With spit? Fine, fuck it.

I felt foolish, like a little kid as I carefully measured out the ingredients and dropped them into the cauldron after lighting the kitchen fire. I wasn’t Folk. I had no idea if this would work, but I could try. Besides, it wasn’t like anyone was here to see me doing this. If the blackbird was the Carlin’s spy, it had gone, although I kept glancing over my shoulder at the window to make sure.

I spat several times into the cauldron until the ingredients clumped together in a mushy lump. Then I carefully scraped it all into a bowl with a wooden spoon and set it on the windowsill to cool. Steam curled from the bowl languidly as I paced, filling the kitchen with the scent of thyme and earth.

As soon as the mixture was cool against my fingertips, I carried the bowl and the book into the living room. Laying on my side on the sofa, I carefully applied the poultice to the scab on my neck. I’d planned on reading more as I waited, but I quickly realised the book was too fat and heavy—and delicate—for me to hold out in front of me.

Exhaling, I set it on the floor and shut my eyes. The poultice tingled on my neck, filling me with hope that, somehow, it might have worked. A bird trilled outside, and as I closed my eyes I pictured the blackbird hopping up onto my boot the day before and gazing up at me with beady eyes.

I drifted to sleep, big black eyes the last thing I saw behind my closed lids.
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Please let it have worked. Please let it have worked.

I stared at the forest, my fingers gripping the strap of my satchel tight. I’d found it in an old trunk tucked beside the sofa and filled it with food and a glass bottle of water. The dagger from Nua was strapped to my hip in an old leather sheath.

My neck still tingled from the poultice, which I’d carefully wiped off after waking up. The sun was dipping back towards the horizon now, so I knew it’d been at least half a day. The scab was still there, though it had softened from the damp mixture.

Now it was time to test whether it had worked.

I exhaled a trembling breath, glancing around to make sure no one was approaching. My gut tightened in anticipation of the pain that was going to come if the poultice hadn’t worked, but I forced myself to walk to the treeline.

There were no notes pinned to any trunks today. My heart had sunk when I’d looked, hoping for another message from Nua.

It seemed as though all sound grew muted the moment I stepped under the forest canopy. The air was cool and damp, sunlight breaking through the leaves high above, but never hitting the forest floor. My heart was pounding as I took a step deeper, then another, my entire body bracing.

Another step. Further than I’d made it any other time. I started to grin, but it faded with a gasp when the now-familiar pain exploded, and I was flung back.

I wanted to scream as I stared up at the sky, flat on my back and panting wildly through the pain as it slowly faded. Angry, hopeless tears blurred my vision, but I blinked them back.

It hadn’t worked. Of course it hadn’t worked. I wasn’t Folk. I couldn’t make fucking potions. I’d just wasted an entire day playing make-believe like a fucking child.

I shoved to my feet and threw down the satchel, wanting to stomp on it. Impotent rage flooded me, making me tremble. I wanted to break something. Punch someone in the fucking face. One of the Folk. I didn’t care which. Any of them. My skin felt too hot and tight over my bones, and when I heard a musical trill, I spun wildly towards the sound.

“Fuck all of you,” I shouted at the blackbird, which hopped a few steps and cocked its head at me. “Go and tell your Carlin to go fuck herself. Go and tell her whatever you want. Just fuck off.”

Snatching up the bag, I stamped into the cottage and slammed the door behind me.


Chapter Nine

Old habits died hard, it seemed, and I evidently hadn’t learned any lessons from the night before, because I was sitting outside the cottage in the dark with another bottle of wine.

A scratchy blanket was thrown over my shoulders, but the stone was rough through the fabric as I leaned back against the cottage, staring into the forest. I knew it was probably dangerous to be outside in the dark, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. The bottle was already half empty, but I’d eaten more today, so I wasn’t feeling the alcohol’s effects just yet.

Was this it then? Was this my life now? Was I just stuck here forever with no way of leaving? I still had no idea what the Carlin wanted with me. I didn’t believe a word she’d said about just wanting to give me a nice life here, because my “Folk mother” had abandoned me. She didn’t seem particularly maternal, despite claiming her sons lived in luxury and wanted for nothing. They hadn’t exactly looked doting and flushed with motherly love when I’d seen them.

The forest was a solid wall of darkness in front of me. Unnaturally still and quiet, like the ambience of it couldn’t permeate the Carlin’s land. I thought about what Caom had said, about what lived in there. Solitary Folk. Dangerous Folk. Weren’t all Folk dangerous to mortals? What did that say about the ones who chose to live in a wild place, away from the courts and civilisation?

My mind drifted to the beautiful Odran in his lake in the forest. Caom had said he sometimes came to the water on unseelie land. If I found him, would he help me? Would he be able to tell me how I could escape? I decided to take Caom up on his offer to explore in the morning, if he came back. I had no other options except the kelpie at this point. I hadn’t seen Nua’s big green eyes again, and no other notes had appeared on the tree trunks.

Hot tears filled my eyes abruptly. It felt like all I’d done for weeks was cry, but I couldn’t stop them. I took another sip of wine as wetness dripped onto my cheeks, feeling more hopeless than I ever had in my life. Even more than when those police officers stood in my kitchen and I wept uncontrollably onto the shoulder of the kind bereavement officer, Beth. Even more than when I’d stared at my father’s casket from my seat at the funeral.

A low chuff sounded directly to my right, and I jumped in fright before freezing when I turned my head and saw the muzzle of an enormous wolf just inches from my face. My heart gave an almighty thud in my chest, stomach bottoming out in terror. I hadn’t heard it approach at all. It had been utterly silent, and now its sharp, gleaming teeth were inches from my throat.

I sucked in breaths in tiny gulps, too terrified to move. The wolf was huge, with long legs and jet-black fur. It had unnatural black eyes that sucked up the moonlight that reflected from those sharp teeth.

The bottle fell from my trembling fingers, splashing wine over the grass when it lowered its head. I gasped as its muzzle pushed into my neck, just beneath my ear, and I heard it snuffling as it scented me.

Fuck. Fuck. My heart pounded wildly in my throat, the wolf’s coarse fur abrading my skin. My chest spasmed when I felt the hard edge of a fang brush against my neck.

But it didn’t tear out my throat. It let out a soft whine and pushed its muzzle deeper, then lifted its head and gazed at me with black eyes. I jumped out of my skin when its nose snuffled against my cheek. Its tongue was rough and raspy as it lapped up the tears still wetting my skin.

When it let out another low whine and moved its head back to gaze at me mournfully, I exhaled a slow, trembling breath. My hand shook as I raised it, wondering if I’d lost my mind. When I tentatively scratched under the wolf’s muzzle, its tongue lolled out as it panted with delight.

A tiny, watery smile tilted my lips. If only this had been the craziest thing to happen to me recently. More confident, I scratched behind its ear, letting out a weak laugh when its back foot thumped in time.

“You’re huge,” I murmured, smiling again when its head tilted in a very dog-like way at the sound of my voice.

It pushed its muzzle back against my cheek, giving my jaw a rough, grateful lick as I continued scratching behind its ear. I jumped a little when it shifted forwards, sitting down on its haunches beside me and leaning heavily against me. I grunted under its immense weight, wrapping an arm round its back to steady us both.

The wolf’s fur smelled earthy and faintly of smoke. Wild and natural. It panted beside me, basking in the attention as I scratched behind its ears and over the back of its thick neck.

“Did you come from in there?” My voice was scratchy as I nodded at the forest. “Can you take me back with you?”

The wolf whined, rubbing its muzzle over the side of my head. That sound somehow held more sympathy than any other I’d heard over the last few days, even Caom’s kind words. Biting my lip, I tried to stem the fresh flood of tears that blurred my vision, but I couldn’t.

The wolf whined again when I sniffed, licking my cheek. It lowered itself onto its front paws, resting its huge head on my thigh as it gazed up at me with mournful black eyes.
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“Did you sleep well?”

I grunted in response to Caom’s question. I’d fallen asleep outside, the wolf’s head still on my leg, and woken up alone, shivering and damp, with sticky wine soaking into the tail of my shirt. Luckily, Caom had brought me several, so I’d pulled on a clean one when I got dressed.

“I’ll take that as a no.”

Feeling bad, I gave him a small smile where he sat in the armchair. He hadn’t come with Idony today, and I was glad she wasn’t here scowling at me.

“I slept okay,” I told him, my scratchy voice saying otherwise. “Can you show me around today?”

His face lit up, and he nodded eagerly. “Yes. Of course. Do you want to go into the village? Or—”

“Not the village,” I said quickly. “Just round the… unseelie land, I guess.”

To the lakes, I didn’t add. I was fervently hoping we’d spot the sombre kelpie I’d met in the forest. I was almost certain he’d been referring to Nua when he told me he’d “let him know” in a hushed voice. And it appeared that he’d followed through, because Nua had been here and left me that note, and the dagger, which was hidden once again under the mattress.

We set off a short time later, Caom chattering about the preparations for the celebration that the Carlin was holding for me. I didn’t want any celebration. I didn’t want to go anywhere near the village, with all the Folk and her lurking sons.

“So… how big are the unseelie lands?” I asked as we walked along the edge of the forest. The sky was a milky purple and pearly mist still hung low over the grass in patches.

Caom shrugged. “Big enough, I suppose. More than enough land for all of us.”

“Does the forest surround all of it?”

He shot me a look. “No. The sea is to the west. But you wouldn’t be able to leave that way either.”

I scowled. “Where does the sea lead to?”

“What do you mean?”

“What’s beyond it? Where can you reach if you go sailing?”

His head cocked. “Go sailing? No, we don’t go sailing. The selkies live in the water. They deliver fish to the village. And the sea doesn’t go anywhere.”

I frowned at him. “It has to end somewhere.”

“No. It just goes to nothingness. There’s nothing beyond it.”

Bullshit. I didn’t bother answering as we walked. Unless I got a boat, it was pointless information anyway. And if none of the Folk went sailing, I highly doubted I’d come across a boat.

It seemed like most of the Folk lived in or near the village that sprawled at the foot of the Carlin’s court. We walked through endless empty fields, some with long grass swaying in the breeze, others covered in deep purple heather.

When I spotted the sun glinting off a lake up ahead, my heart jumped.

“That looks nice,” I said quickly, pointing at the water and already changing our course to head towards it.

“There are a few lakes on the land.” Caom didn’t sound particularly interested as we walked along its bank. “There’s a far nicer, bigger one on the other side of the village.”

I nodded distractedly, peering into the crystal-clear water. I could see weeds swaying on the sandy bed where it was shallower, but the bulk of the lake was inky black, too deep for the light to penetrate.

I still looked, searching for any flash of black hair or a pale face peering up at us from the water.

“So, um…” I sucked my lower lip into my mouth, trying to look casual as I stopped beside the lake and looked around. “How often does Odran come to this lake?”

Caom froze. His eyes narrowed at me.

“You want to fuck him, don’t you?” he asked accusingly with a scowl.

I started to protest, but that would have been less suspicious than why I really wanted to see the kelpie. I forced myself to shrug a little.

“I mean, he was gorgeous—”

Caom’s eyes widened as they stared at something behind me, over my shoulder. Brow quirking, I peered back to follow his gaze—and froze.

The Carlin’s youngest son was standing there.

He was watching us, his black eyes intense as they stared at me. Strands of dark hair moved gently in the slight breeze, but his posture was stiff, arms folded over his chest. A wickedly sharp blade gleamed at his hip. He wore all black. Black boots, black leather trousers and a black shirt that billowed, untucked like mine.

I swallowed, slowly turning to face him. I didn’t want him at my back. No one spoke for a long moment, and I barely suppressed my startled flinch when Caom’s voice suddenly came from behind me.

“Prince Lonan.” His tone was stilted. Uncomfortable. Afraid. “Is there anything we can help you with?”

The assassin prince’s obsidian eyes shifted briefly to the gancanagh behind me, but they returned to my face almost immediately.

“No.”

His voice was low and quiet. Husky, like he didn’t speak much. Black eyes swept briefly down my frame and back up, face entirely void of emotion. Cold.

“So this is the half-mortal,” he said, in a voice just as lifeless as his expression.

“Yes. Ash,” Caom said quickly, stepping forwards until his shoulder brushed mine. “Ash, I believe you saw Prince Lonan when you met the Carlin. He is her youngest son.”

I gave a silent nod. It was probably considered rude to Folk royalty, but he wasn’t my prince. Let him go and run to his mother, whining that I hadn’t been polite enough. I didn’t care.

Our eyes met again and held. His were endless black beneath hooded lids, like he was in a perpetual state of boredom. His face was almost painfully beautiful, but I knew what beauty meant among the Folk.

The more beautiful they were, the deadlier they were. Beauty drew you in. Beauty trapped you. When I was twelve, a tall, willowy girl with perfect silvery hair had shown up in my garden, asking me to take a walk with her. She led me to the small lake—more of an overgrown pond—on the edge of the field and asked if I wanted to go for a swim.

When I refused, I could feel her trying to do that thing that the Folk did. Where they tried to force me to do what they wanted. But for some reason, it had never worked on me.

When it didn’t work with the beautiful girl, her face twisted—just for a second—into something ugly, before she grabbed my hair and tried to drag me into the water. She was laughing, sharp teeth glinting in the sun, and I could have sworn I felt strong fingers wrap round my ankle under the murky water and tug hard, making me panic.

By the time Nua showed up and told her to stop, I was gasping for breath, arms flailing and fingers digging into the wet mud along the bank as I tried to claw my way out. When Nua heaved me out onto the bank, I looked back fearfully into the water, expecting to see eerie eyes peering back. But there’d been nothing there except clumps of floaty black things that looked like hair.

“If you want to speak to the Carlin, come to me.” Lonan’s eyes were intense. “I will pass on the message.”

“That’s very kind,” Caom said quickly, jabbing a sharp elbow into my side.

I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Thanks.”

Lonan’s eyes narrowed, and I heard Caom suck in a breath and hold it. In the thick silence, I swallowed nervously, suddenly doubting my indifferent responses to this fae. He was the Carlin’s assassin. The one I’d been told repeatedly to watch out for—to not anger.

He was unnerving as hell, his eyes black and cold as he stared at me, face expressionless like he was carved out of stone. He was lean but looked strong—and fast. Faster than I could ever be. His fingers were long and elegant, and I was sure they would look perfectly natural wrapped round the hilt of the blade at his side.

I could practically picture his face splashed with blood as he slit some unfortunate creature’s throat, still blank and emotionless.

“I’ll see you at your celebration tomorrow, mortal,” he said in an eerily soft voice before he turned to leave.

Caom didn’t move until he’d vanished, exhaling a shaky breath and giving my shoulder a shove.

“You have to be more polite to him, Ash! If he tells the Carlin you spoke to him like that—”

“I didn’t speak to him in any way,” I said with a careless wave, but my gut clenched with foreboding. “I was polite. I’m just not going to grovel.”

“You don’t need to grovel, just…” Caom flapped his hands as we started walking again. “Speak to him—all of them—differently than how you’d speak to others. They’re royal. High Fae. They are different.”

“Mm.” I grunted noncommittally. “I’d rather just not speak to him at all. Any of them.”

“Well, ideally, yes.” Caom glanced over at me worriedly. “But he’s going to your celebration tomorrow. That means the Carlin has tasked him with keeping an eye on you. That’s not good, Ash.”

“Because he’s the worst son?”

Caom’s head tilted side to side.

“The most dangerous, yes. The one you should be most scared of if you see him while you’re alone. But Bres is probably the worst. Manipulative bastard,” he muttered under his breath. “You can’t trust a word he says.”

“I thought the Folk couldn’t lie.”

“We can’t. But he’s sly, and careful with his words. He’s perfected the art of lying with truths. Confusing you and manipulating conversations to suit him. He can make you believe anything.”

“Well, I don’t plan on speaking to any of them. I won’t be asking Prince Lonan to give any messages to the Carlin, don’t worry. I have nothing to say to him or to her.”

Caom chewed his lip nervously. “Alright. That’s good. Just… stick close to me tomorrow night.”

My gut clenched. “So this celebration is tomorrow night? I don’t even want it. I don’t want anything.”

“Well, you can’t refuse. Unless you want Lonan’s blade in your neck. Just stay with me and try to look like you’re enjoying it. No one will expect you to stay all night. You’re half mortal. You can’t handle an entire night of fae festivities yet.” He gave me a playful nudge. “You got drunk on a single bottle of wine.”

I flushed. “I’d hardly eaten. And don’t forget I’d been poisoned that day.”

Caom chuckled. “Are you ever going to forgive Belial for that? He knew what he was doing. You were never in any danger.”

I shot him an incredulous look. “Like that makes it okay?”

He just rolled his eyes. “So mortal. Who knows, maybe you’ll shed your mortal skin tomorrow night at the festivities. Being surrounded by Folk and our music and food is sure to do something.”

This shit again. I didn’t bother to answer, instead reaching out and plucking up a long, seeded stalk of grass. I stripped off the pods, and they scattered in the breeze behind us.

Caom watched my hands. “Did you read any more of that book? The drachmsmith one?”

I cleared my throat, wanting to hunch my shoulders in case the poultice had stained my neck. “Uh, yeah. A little more.”

“Were you drawn to it? When you saw it?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess so. I don’t know what it means.”

“A drachmsmith is someone gifted in potioncraft.”

I kept my head down, eyes on the stalk of grass I was tearing to shreds with my fingers, sure he’d be able to see on my face that I’d already made a failed attempt at potioncraft the day before.

“Oh,” I muttered. “Okay.”

I could feel Caom’s eyes on me.

“You should read more of Briordan’s books. At the cottage,” he said lightly. “I think you’d enjoy them.”

I dropped what remained of the stalk and shrugged. “Probably will. There’s not much else to do there.”

“Are you bored? I can come and keep you company more.”

I shot him a quick glance. “Look, I’m flattered, but—”

“I don’t mean like that,” he said stiffly. “I’ve gotten the message. But I—I just meant… We’re friends, I hope?”

I looked over at him as we walked. His copper eyes were kind when he wasn’t trying to make them all sultry. He was handsome, but just… not for me.

I nodded, giving him a small smile.

“Yeah. Thanks.” I cleared my throat, looking away. “I haven’t said that yet. Thank you. You’ve… helped a lot.”

Caom went very still, then beamed, bumping my shoulder with his. “Of course. And you’ll have fun tomorrow night, Ash. I’ll make sure of it.”

I doubted it, but said nothing.
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The wolf came back that night.

I’d just finished drying off after my bath, my belly pleasantly full from my dinner of dried meat and pickles from the pantry. I knew I’d have to actually cook at some point, but I’d been tired from exploring with Caom.

A faint whine made me freeze, before a soft scratching came from the front door. Already grinning, I fumbled into my old shorts and went to open it.

“You’re back.”

The wolf was bigger than I remembered, its jet-black fur gleaming in the moonlight. It sat on its haunches and panted up at me, tail wagging.

I let out a little laugh and stepped outside to scratch behind its ears. “I forgot how huge you are. What a beast.”

The wolf nuzzled my inner wrist, scenting me, its twitching nose cold and wet. It licked my arm with its raspy tongue.

I sank to my haunches and scratched under its muzzle. “Are you hungry? Or thirsty? You’re too big to come inside.” Straightening up, I added, “Wait here,” as if the wolf could actually understand me, before I went into the cottage.

Finding a wide bowl, I quickly filled it with water and grabbed some dried meat from the pantry. Carrying them back outside, I set the bowl down beside the wolf. It dipped its big head to eye it, before it looked back up at me with an expression that I could have sworn was somehow unimpressed.

“Not thirsty? Okay.” I held out the meat. “Hungry?”

The wolf just eyed the meat with the same disinterest, its black eyes drifting away to drive its point home.

I laughed a little. “Okay.”

After taking the meat back to the kitchen, I stepped out into the cool night and scratched the wolf’s head.

“You’re gorgeous,” I told it, sinking down to sit cross-legged. “I never knew wolves were this big. But then, I know you’re not a normal wolf. Pretty sure a normal wolf would never act like this.”

The wolf just gazed at me, panting softly. It raised one huge paw and lightly dragged its blunt claws over my knee, the universal sign of a dog wanting a fuss.

I grinned and scratched at its ruff, its muzzle, behind its ears. It panted with pleasure until it dropped down and rolled over, stretching out its huge body for a belly scratch.

I obliged, scratching at its ribs until its left back leg kicked in time. The movement drew my gaze down, and I chuckled and quickly looked away. “Definitely a boy, huh?”

The wolf froze for a second, then squirmed and twisted onto his front… almost as though he was embarrassed. I let out an incredulous laugh, scratching behind his ears again.

“Hey, nothing wrong with a big pair of balls. On a human, I mean,” I added quickly.

The wolf’s head cocked, his tongue lolling out. Then he lunged up and licked my chin before snuffling into my hair. I squirmed, laughing, feeling lighter than I had in weeks.


Chapter Ten

Don’t trust the wolf.

I stared at the message, breathing hard through my nose. The note had been pinned to the tree when I stepped outside the next morning, this time by a long, fat thorn that had been driven into the notch left by the dagger.

I felt more devastated than I ever thought I could have as I read the words again. I’d actually woken up in a half-decent mood. The wolf had stayed for a long time, lying beside me with his big head on my thigh and dozing off while I scratched absently behind his ears. Eventually he’d gotten up, stretched, and licked my neck before slinking off. I’d gone inside and gotten into bed soon after, falling asleep surprisingly fast.

Why couldn’t I trust the wolf? I knew he wasn’t just a wolf. He was something more than a normal wolf, but he hadn’t asked me for anything. How could he have? He’d just given me comfort. He’d made me feel more relaxed and happy than I had in weeks.

The message wasn’t addressed to me by name, or signed with an N like last time. I was sorely tempted to ignore it. Crumple it up and throw it into the fire. It wasn’t like I even trusted the wolf. He was a wolf. An animal. But unimaginable sadness filled me at the thought of him returning if I would have to ignore him.

Hot anger flooded me, making my fist clench hard round the scrap of paper. Fuck this. The one thing I’d found here that brought me some comfort, and now I was being told I couldn’t interact with him? How did I even know these notes were definitely from Nua? How did I know I could even trust Nua, for that matter? He was still Folk. Just because he’d been nice to a little kid didn’t mean anything. None of the other Folk had actually been mean to me, aside from that silver-haired girl who’d tried to drown me in the lake.

Striding into the cottage, I threw the crumpled note into the fire. The Folk were all the same. Playing games, messing with people’s heads. This was just another way to fuck with the mortal. I was dreading the celebration later, because I had no idea what they’d try to do to me. I just had to hope Caom didn’t leave me alone at any point. Especially because that creepy Prince Lonan would be there, watching me with his endless black eyes.

I spent the day trying to distract myself with the Novice Drachmsmith book. I’d nearly finished it, and I wasn’t at all interested in the deadly potions chapter, but I forced myself to read every recipe and brew. Just the titles were unnerving. Tincture to ensure a bone stays broken. A brew to expound venom’s potency. Tea to turn the blood to acid.

I stopped to have a bath when the sun started dipping in the sky, not sure what time Caom would come to collect me. After getting dressed, I paced the cottage, sipping water and stopping periodically to peer out of the window in the bedroom to see if I could spot any of the preparations being made in the village. By the time Caom knocked on the door, I was jittery with nerves.

“I don’t want to go,” I told him as I pulled open the door.

His face fell. “Why not?”

I shook my head, turning and walking back into the living room. “They’ll all try and fuck with me.”

“They won’t!” He paused, and when I turned to face him, he was wincing. “Well, some of them might, but I’ll stay with you. I won’t let them.”

He stepped closer, eyeing me with concern and chewing on his lip. “Ash, you have to go. I don’t know what the Carlin will do if you don’t. It’s all for you. To welcome you.”

“Will the Carlin be there?” I asked. I didn’t want to meet her again. I could still feel her talon cutting my neck and see her bronze teeth gleaming as she grinned, staring at me with her one cobalt eye.

“No, but Prince Lonan will be.” His voice was grim. “You don’t want him to tell her that you didn’t even go.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered, wiping a hand over my forehead. “Fine. I’ll go for a little while. I don’t have to stay for the whole thing, right? I’m guessing it’ll go on all night. Don’t you Folk love your parties?”

Caom grinned wide, showing sharp teeth.

“Yes, we do. And they’re always spectacular.” He trailed his eyes down my form. “Is that what you’re wearing?”

“What?” I looked down at my clothes. “These are the clothes you gave me.”

“I know, but…” His head cocked. “They’re a little plain for a party.”

I eyed his outfit. Deep purple leather trousers and a billowing mustard shirt. They should have looked awful together, and terrible with his fair hair and skin, but somehow didn’t. His blond hair had been woven with purple flowers, and a wide band of purple pigment had been painted over his eyes and the bridge of his nose like a mask.

“I’m good like this.”

He sighed. “Suit yourself. Shall we go, then?”

I reluctantly followed him out of the cottage, hands twisting nervously in the hem of my shirt as we started heading towards the village.

“Honestly, Ash, you’ll enjoy yourself. Idony’s sister has supplied the wine, and it really is the best. Just don’t tell her that—she’s as bad as Idony.”

“Where is Idony?” I asked.

“She’ll meet us there. She’s helping her sister set up the stall.”

I shot him a quick glance. “Is Belial going?”

He shrugged. Apparently he was oblivious to the blue-skinned fae’s adoration. “I imagine so. Everyone is.”

As we got closer to the village, faint music drifted over. I quickly realised the party had been set up on the empty stretch of grass next to the village, not in the village itself. Where the ground sloped up, tents and stalls had been erected. Folk already milled about, and rough, raucous laughter reached us, making my gut clench with nerves.

Impossibly long wooden tables had been set up with benches either side, already laden with food and lit candles. I stared at everything as we got closer. There were whole flowers crystallised in sugar and arranged in vases. Huge, roughly-carved wooden bowls were filled with red and white apples, velvety peaches, blood red cherries, pomegranates and passion fruit ripped into halves. A dish woven from stiff feathers was piled high with tiny roasted birds’ wings, and another made of twigs was filled with caramelised grasshoppers and moths. Whole legs of lamb were smothered in rosemary and mint; duck breast smeared in honey and covered in slices of cooked apple. Blood red lobsters and crabs sat cracked and steaming gently on wide platters.

“We spent all morning collecting the fruits of the sea for the banquet,” bragged a beautiful, willowy woman with long, wet green hair as Caom and I made our way past the table. She was on the other side, walking past with a tall man with wild red hair and several others who looked like her, both male and female. Aside from the red-haired man, they all had seal skins draped over their shoulders, their hair dripping as they walked. Every one of them had strips of colour painted over their eyes, like Caom. Glancing around, I realised almost every creature I could see did.

“Selkies,” Caom muttered to me, and I nodded without saying anything.

We passed more Folk as we headed towards the collection of tents and stalls. Some were impossibly beautiful like the selkies, others ugly or animal-like—like the lumbering creature with leaves growing out of his face and long, twig-like fingers that trailed on the ground. His black eyes protruded from his face like a crab, swivelling as they took everything in.

Crudely-made wooden stalls had been set up, mist swirling round their bases. Folk were still setting out their wares—fresh lemonade, fruit pie and warm bread rolls. Candied flower petals and frozen berries. Chunks of honeyed meat wrapped in vine leaves and shelled king prawns sitting on small strips of bark.

My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t been eating enough, but as amazing as all the food looked, I was still wary of eating it. And I was absolutely not going to touch the wine. I could see Idony and another fae who looked just like her pouring it into goblets. It was thick and deep in colour, with a silvery sheen, like red wine laced with mercury.

Caom stopped in front of their stall, beaming at the two Folk. “Ash is here.”

Idony grunted, not even looking up, while her sister shot us an uninterested glance, a wide band of dark red painted over her green eyes. I flushed, even though I didn’t want their attention. I didn’t want anyone’s attention.

“Do you want a drink?” Caom asked me with a nod towards a freshly filled goblet.

I glanced at the two sisters, not wanting to offend them. “Maybe later. I haven’t eaten yet. I don’t want to get drunk.”

Caom laughed easily, picking up a goblet. “It’s not fun if you don’t get drunk.”

I smiled tightly and looked away, my gaze tracking uneasily over the thickening crowd of Folk. The stalls and tents butted right up against the edge of the village, and it looked like the festivities did extend between the buildings. Bunting had been strung up across the street, and the seating outside a little café and the tavern was filled with Folk who were falling-over drunk already, laughing hysterically.

I started to look away, but my eyes caught on a lone figure leaning against the side of the building, away from everyone else and the torches stabbed randomly into the ground. They were long and lean, arms folded over their chest in a casual pose, and as my vision adjusted, my breath caught in my throat.

It was the assassin prince, and he was staring right back at me. His dark eyes were even more shadowed thanks to the black strip of pigment that had been painted over them. He was still dressed all in black, but that deadly curving blade at his hip gleamed in the flickering blue-white firelight.

We stared at each other for a long moment, the sounds around me fading as blood rushed in my ears. He didn’t move an inch. He was as still as a statue. An impossibly, unnervingly beautiful statue. Shadows threw the sharp planes of his face into relief, highlighting high cheekbones and finely arched brows. His insolent mouth, full even when pressed into a flat line.

“Gods, the prince is already here,” Caom muttered with a groan beside me, snapping my gaze away. My face felt hot. “I was hoping we’d get at least a few hours before he started skulking around.”

I licked my dry lips, still feeling his black eyes boring into the side of my face. “Is he… Is he going to watch me the whole time?”

“Probably.” Caom upended his goblet, downing the last of his wine. “He’s the Carlin’s eyes and ears tonight. Ignore him. Let’s go look around.”

I hurried after him as he strode off with a wave to Idony and her sister.

“What about her other sons?” I asked as I fell into step beside him. “Are they coming?”

“No, they don’t mingle with the common folk.” Caom sneered the last words. “She’s sent Lonan to spy. He won’t get involved in anything fun. No one wants him here.”

I couldn’t help but glance back at the prince, still standing alone and unmoving against the side of the building. Still watching me.

“But doesn’t… don’t people want to get close to him? Any of them? I thought people always tried to ingratiate themselves with royalty.” I glanced over. “And you told me I had to be polite to him.”

Caom snorted. “Polite, yes. If you don’t want him to slit your throat in your sleep. That doesn’t mean we like him. The Carlin has ensured that all her sons are awful to be around. They have power because they’re feared. Not because they’re liked.”

That sounded unpleasant. And lonely. I glanced back at Lonan again. Was he lonely? He didn’t look much older than me. Did he not do anything fun? Did he just kill for his mother and that was it?

“So he… he has to just stay here and can’t join in with anything?”

“He can join in if he wants to, but he’d make a fool of himself. He’s fully aware that no one wants him here. Besides, of all of them, Lonan hates everyone the most.”

I swallowed. “Why?”

Caom shrugged. “Maybe because it makes it easier to kill us when the Carlin tells him to. Maybe he’s just a hateful bastard. Who cares? Let him live up in his gilded cage. Killing a few Folk is a small price to pay for such luxury.”

I resisted the urge to peer back at him yet again. “How old is he—all of them? Her sons?”

“Balor is around five hundred. Bres is three hundred and something.” He thought for a minute. “I think Cethlen is about a hundred and fifty. I remember him being born. And Lonan is much younger. Your age.”

“My age? Twenty-one?” He was that young?

Caom nodded, then glanced over at me with a raised brow. “Why so many questions about the Carlin’s sons? Don’t worry, Ash, I won’t leave you tonight. You’re safe from Prince Lonan.”

I smiled weakly. “Great.”


Chapter Eleven

I fidgeted uneasily in my seat at the long table. Caom was drunk already, but he’d stayed true to his word and hadn’t left me alone. He was laughing hysterically at something with the selkie on his other side while I sat in silence, uncomfortable and totally out of place.

The majority of the Folk had ignored me completely all evening, which I didn’t mind in the slightest. I may have been the reason for this party, but to them it was just an excuse to eat and get drunk and dance. I’d been terrified that I’d have to make a speech, or stand up and be introduced to everyone, but the party had kicked off on its own, the Folk too eager to drink and eat themselves silly.

I couldn’t stop glancing over at the spot where I’d seen Lonan, and I had no idea why. He wasn’t even there anymore. I had no idea where he was, but I was sure he was still watching me from somewhere hidden.

Would he eat or drink anything? If he approached the long table filled with Folk, would they ignore him, cower, or fall over themselves to fill his plate? They acted like they were unflinchingly loyal to their ruler, but Caom’s words made me think that they all actually hated the Carlin and her children.

Did he care that he was kept separate from everyone else? Was he lonely? The thought made me sad, maybe because I was lonely. I was completely alone in the world, especially this one that I didn’t belong in.

I couldn’t sit here any longer, watching Folk stuff their faces while my stomach squeezed with hunger. I didn’t want to touch any of the food. The food in my cottage felt safer for some reason. Away from everyone else, away from eyes watching eagerly to see what the mortal would do.

I nudged Caom’s arm, grabbing his elbow to steady him when he spun round with a sloppy smile and glassy eyes.

“Um, I need the bathroom,” I muttered, glancing around to make sure no one else was listening. The fae on my other side was the wild-haired man I’d seen with the selkie before, and he was calmly talking to a hairy, pig-faced creature beside him.

“Oh.” Caom laughed, too loudly, even though I hadn’t said anything remotely funny. He pointed in the vague direction of the village. “The café. Grab yourself a drink while you’re there. I haven’t seen you touch anything.”

“Maybe,” I said, moving to stand up.

He grabbed my arm, peering up at me blearily. “Do you want me to come with you?”

“No, it’s okay,” I said quickly, patting his shoulder as I stood. “I’ll be right back.”

He nodded, blinking too slowly as he turned and grabbed a white apple from the bowl in front of him. I left him to it and walked quickly towards the village, even though I wasn’t actually going to the café. I kept my head down, veering right to slip behind the tents and the backs of the buildings. I just needed a few minutes alone, away from all this noise and music and peeling laughter.

Fireflies danced above all the tents, their greeny-white glow winking in and out when they settled for brief moments before lifting back into the air. I exhaled in relief when the sounds faded as I slipped behind the building, but I was no less tense. Even though it was just a party, this whole thing felt dangerous. Like something bad would happen to me if I let my guard down for even a second.

“F-fuck.” I jumped out of my skin when I noticed the tall figure in the shadows, leaning against the back of the building.

My heart started to pound when I realised who it was. I stared at Prince Lonan. He didn’t move, but I could feel his eyes on me.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“You’re not enjoying the party my mother has thrown for you?”

His voice was scarily soft, and still husky, like it had been before. I shivered.

“No, I am,” I said quickly. “I just—needed a few minutes. It’s a little… overwhelming.”

“You haven’t eaten or drunk anything all night,” he said with just as little inflection.

Fear spasmed in my stomach. He had been watching me then. The whole time. I flushed at the thought of this assassin prince watching me sit there miserably.

“It all looks great, I just… I’m not hungry,” I said in a mumble.

When he remained silent, I licked my lips and chanced a look at him. I couldn’t see much. He was standing in the dark, but as a firefly flittered past, its glow reflected in his black eyes for a brief moment, lighting up the planes of his face.

I couldn’t stop staring at him, even though I was fully aware that doing so might have been seen as rude and make him threaten to kill me. I didn’t even know why. He was beautiful, yes, but most of the Folk were. Even if he was the most beautiful, he was still… cold. Ruthless. A killer.

“Don’t you… Do you not want to join in?” I found myself asking, flushing when the question made me feel exposed. As if I cared whether this fae had fun or just stood alone at the side, watching everyone else enjoy themselves.

“No.”

This was the most uncomfortable I’d felt all night. I could tell he didn’t want to talk to me, so I had no idea why I was still standing here instead of just walking off, back to Caom and the party. I could feel that he hadn’t taken his eyes off me once, but the disdain rolled from him in waves. He probably thought I was nothing. Mortal scum. Most of the Folk felt that way, but this one was High Fae. Royalty. He probably resented the fact that his mother had ordered him to spy on me.

“Well, I… I should probably go back.”

I jumped when Lonan suddenly straightened from his arms-folded slouch against the back of the building. But he didn’t say anything, and he didn’t move any closer to stop me—to pull his blade free and slit my throat.

My boots felt glued to the damp grass, and we stood in silence for a long moment, like we were in some weird unknown stand-off. Eventually I turned and slowly walked away, back round the building, still feeling his eyes on my back until I slipped round the corner.

A group of Folk, both male and female, were lounging decadently on the grass outside the tent nearest the building I’d gone behind. All of them had copper hair the colour of fox fur, and their faces were narrow and sly, with orange strips painted over their eyes.

Two were locked in a passionate embrace while most of them sat playing some game with a pair of dice. One of them was stretched out on the ground, leaning back on his elbow with a goblet in his hand, and I could feel his russet eyes on me as I walked past.

“Where’s your gancanagh, mortal?” he called out in a smooth voice.

I stopped dead, eyes darting around nervously as half of the group looked up and shot me smirks.

“I—um, at the table.”

The fae snorted and tipped back his goblet. “Well, if you want a half-decent fuck for once, I’m game.”

I stiffened. “I haven’t fucked him.”

“No?” He smirked at me, eyes gleaming as they tracked slowly down my frame. “He must be losing his touch. Or maybe his power is just fading. Do you know what a gancanagh is, mortal?”

I hesitated. It felt wrong to admit ignorance of any kind to the Folk, but in the end I gave a stiff shake of my head.

The fae barked out a loud laugh. “Gancanagh secrete a toxin through their skin that can seduce any mortal. You really must have our blood in your veins if you’ve resisted him.”

He looked up at me through hooded eyes, lips curving again. “Of course, some of us are charming by nature. Did you say yes to that fuck? I can’t remember. I’m drunk.”

“No,” I gritted out.

He sniffed, shrugging one shoulder as he turned back to their game. “Shame. Todde, are these your cogged dice? Your trickery astounds me.”

The group all broke into loud, barking laughter, but it stopped just as abruptly. All eyes widened as they silently stared beyond my shoulder. My back stiffened, knowing what I’d see if I turned round.

Lonan’s eyes were already on me when I hesitantly looked back, too dark and too intense within the black strip of pigment that made him look even more otherworldly. I stood frozen, not sure what to do. Did I ignore him and walk off? He hadn’t seemed to want to speak to me before, so I didn’t particularly want to repeat that painful, stilted conversation.

In the end, he turned and slunk off behind the tents, not even sparing a single glance at the group of Folk lounging on the grass.

I heard one of them exhale and mutter, “Tough luck, mortal.”

My gut clenched into a tight ball. I didn’t want to be here anymore, surrounded by drunk Folk with the assassin prince skulking in the shadows, watching me.

I quickly walked back to the long table where Caom was still sitting, swaying and singing with the selkies seated beside him.

“Caom,” I said quietly, touching his shoulder and glancing round nervously.

He swung round and blinked up at me, then almost fell as he stumbled out of his seat. I had to steady him with a hand on his elbow.

“Did you find the café? Did you get a drink?”

I shook my head, swallowing.

“I think I want to go,” I told him quietly. “I’m sorry. I can walk back on my own—”

“No, I’ll take you! I’ll come back after.” He spun and fumbled with his goblet, spilling half of it before downing the rest. “Let’s go.”

I forced myself not to look around nervously for any lurking figures in the shadows as we left the party behind, heading back towards my cottage.

“I really am sorry,” I said to Caom as he stumbled drunkenly alongside me. “To take you away from the party.”

“Bah.” He waved a hand. “It’ll still be in full swing when I get back.”

Bleary copper eyes peered up at me through the dark.

“Did you have fun?” His tone was hopeful, making me feel even worse.

I smiled tightly and nodded. “Yeah, it was great.”

But Caom snorted, giving my shoulder a weak, friendly shove that nearly made him lose his balance. “Lying mortal.”

“Sorry,” I said ruefully, twisting my hands in my shirt. “I’ve never really been one for big parties.”

Even at uni, I’d preferred going to the pub with a small group of friends rather than wild, out-of-control house parties or thumpingly loud nightclubs.

Caom waved his hand again. “Don’t worry, that will change when you shed your mortal skin. Wait!”

He stopped dead, turning to squint at me with unfocused eyes. His shoulders slumped.

“Still mortal. Oh well.” He shot me a sloppy smile. “It’s still early. Nothing to worry about.”

I rolled my eyes but said nothing as we continued walking. I was mildly uneasy about how much the sight of the cottage filled me with relief and comfort as it came into view, dark and squat in front of the looming black of the silent forest. It had only been a few days. As lonely as it had felt at first, now I was grateful that it was set so far away from everyone else. Away from cold Folk eyes.

My gut tightened with anticipation as we approached the stone cottage. Maybe the wolf would come back tonight.

“Sleep well, Ash.” Caom waved at me as I opened the door. “I’m not sure if I’ll come by tomorrow. I’ll probably be sleeping all day after the party. Do you have enough food?”

“That’s fine,” I said quickly, standing in the doorway. “I’ll be alright. And I have enough food. Thank you.”

With a nod and a final wave, Caom turned and started swaying back towards the party in the distance, the cold unseelie fire flickering over dancing shapes that twisted and turned.

Once he was far enough away, I stepped back outside and slipped round the side of the cottage to the back. My heart leapt when I saw the big black wolf already waiting, curled up in the spot where he’d first found me. His tailed thumped on the ground in greeting as he lifted his big head when he spotted me.

“Hi.” I crossed to him with a grin and dropped down to sit cross-legged, already burying my hands in the thick, coarse fur of his ruff.

I wasn’t going to think about the note. The wolf was simply happy to see me, rising up and stretching languidly before licking over my cheek. His black eyes were smiling when he leaned back and panted.

“Tonight was awful,” I told him, and he let out a low, sympathetic whine, muzzle leaning in to snuffle at my neck and jaw.

“I guess I appreciate the party, but… it didn’t really feel like it was for me anyway. Just an excuse for the Folk to get drunk.”

The wolf chuffed and licked my neck, then dropped and rolled onto his back, tongue lolling out.

I chuckled, reaching out to scratch his ribs. “Not self-conscious about the goods anymore, then.”

I could have sworn the wolf froze for a split second at my words, making me laugh again.

“Don’t worry, I’m not looking. Besides, I’m well-acquainted with balls, and not just my own. I’ve handled many. Not wolf ones, obviously,” I added quickly, cringing.

The wolf obviously didn’t react, just gazed up at me from his back as his left leg kicked in time with my scratches.

I sighed, leaning back against the stone wall of the cottage and staring absently into the dark forest, trailing my fingers through the softer fur on the wolf’s lean belly. He wriggled until his head leaned against my thigh, rubbing the bridge of his long snout over my leg.

I shot him a wry smile. He definitely wasn’t a normal wolf, but that didn’t mean he was bad. The note had said not to trust him, but I was pretty sure I’d trust him over the Folk any day.

“Am I really just stuck here?” I mumbled, staring at the forest again. The wolf obviously didn’t answer, but I could feel him watching me.

“I don’t want to cry anymore.” My eyes mercifully remained dry, even as my chest tightened with pain. “I’m tired of being sad. I miss my parents so much, but… it feels easier here. To not think about it so much. And that scares me.”

The wolf twisted round and sat up, leaning heavily into me and snuffling my neck. I rested my hand on the back of his thick neck.

“I’m worried the longer I’m stuck here, the more I’ll just accept it.” The wolf whined and licked my neck, his tongue rough and raspy. “It’s only been a few days and I’m already falling into a new routine.”

I still wanted to find Odran, to see if he could help me, but it was true. I’d started sleeping better, and I didn’t mind heating water in the cauldron for a bath, or lighting the fire, or searching the pantry for food. I was eager to read more of Briordan’s books. I’d already planned to start The Drachmsmith’s Garden, to see if I could start taming the wild little herb garden tucked against the side of the cottage.

It was all too easy. And that was what scared me the most.


Chapter Twelve

I was in a decent mood the next morning as I carried my mug of tea and The Drachmsmith’s Garden outside to sit at the back of the cottage. Caom had brought the tea over in a basket of food the day we’d gone exploring, but I hadn’t touched it yet.

It smelled fragrant, and a couple of petals still floated in the amber liquid even though I’d strained it as best I could. As I sat down on the grass, I couldn’t help but glance up at the treeline, scanning for a note pinned to a trunk.

Nothing. I felt a flash of disappointment, even though I was dreading receiving another message telling me to stay away from the wolf. He’d stayed for a long time again last night, lounging beside me until my eyelids had started to droop. With a final lick to my cheek, he’d slunk off, though I hadn’t seen if he’d disappeared into the forest. I assumed he lived in there, though.

I had a sip of tea before putting down the mug and settling the heavy book in my lap. A trill lifted my head, and I stared at the blackbird that hopped tentatively closer.

I was pretty sure it was the Carlin’s spy at this point. I scowled, looking back down at the book.

“Not doing anything nefarious,” I muttered. “Just sitting here. Reading.”

I heard its wings flap as it took off, and I relaxed a little more as I lifted the book’s hard front cover. An essential guide to the herbs and other plants that a drachmsmith must grow in their garden, the first page read.

I was already planning on cross-referencing this with the list of “essential ingredients” in the first chapter of the Novice Drachmsmith book I’d already read. I hoped this book was illustrated, because I wanted to scope out the little garden and see what had survived growing wild for the last hundred years.

Despite the poultice not working, for some reason I was eager to try making other potions, even though I still felt silly and childish considering it. It reminded me too much of playing in the garden when I was little, collecting random crap to put in a wooden bowl and pretend I was doing magic. But it would pass the time at least, and no one was here to see me do it.

I hadn’t been reading long when a soft mrow made me freeze. Slowly lifting my head, I stared at the black cat that slunk its way along the wall of the cottage, rubbing its body against the stone. When it reached me, it meowed softly again and blinked solid black eyes up at me.

I let out a disbelieving breath.

“Are you the one that tried to warn me?” I hesitantly reached out and trailed my fingertips over its soft head. It started purring immediately, rubbing its face against my hand.

Purring so loud it sounded like a distant lawnmower, the cat dug its claws into my thigh and started kneading. I winced and laughed, quickly shifting the book off my lap. It immediately hopped up, rubbing itself against my shirt.

“You were this friendly before, weren’t you?” I smoothed a hand down its silky back, smiling when it butted its head under my chin, its purr vibrating against my throat.

Even as I stroked it, I glanced around warily. First the wolf, now a cat. Were they… the same creature, somehow? They had the same eyes. Unnatural, solid-black eyes. And I hadn’t seen the wolf during the day. Did he become a cat when the sun was up, or something?

I almost wanted to laugh at how believable it seemed. How readily I accepted it as a possibility. But then, I was living in an old cottage on Folk land, having been kidnapped by a trooping procession of creatures in the middle of the night. With a cut on my neck from a bronze-toothed woman that somehow made the forest reject me violently if I so much as stepped foot in it.

A shapeshifting animal wasn’t really all that outlandish, all things considered.

“Are you the wolf?” I asked, feeling a little silly, but whatever. “If you are, I like both your forms. But as a cat, at least you can come inside if you want a nap. Would you like that?”

The cat purred madly, right in my ear, rubbing its face against my jaw. I laughed.

“I’ll assume that’s a yes.”

I gathered up my mug and book and stood up, the cat hopping from my lap and winding between my legs as I walked to the door. Maybe I was losing my mind, talking to animals like they could understand me. But I couldn’t really bring myself to care. All people with pets did that, didn’t they? Talked to them like they could answer back?

Besides, this cat seemed like it understood me, because the moment I opened the door it ran inside the cottage and into the bedroom, jumping up onto the bed and kneading the blanket as it purred. After putting my empty mug in the kitchen, I joined it, sitting back against the headboard with the book resting on my outstretched legs. The cat turned in a circle before settling with its back pressed tight against my thigh, still purring as it closed its eyes.

I stroked a hand through its soft black fur, feeling its back ripple with pleasure from the touch. Birdsong drifted through the window that I’d opened that morning, mingling with the faint strains of music from the village. I turned to the book and carried on reading, feeling more peaceful than I had in weeks.
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Sometime in the late afternoon, the cat’s back suddenly stiffened beneath my fingertips. I was drowsy, leaning my head against the headboard to rest my eyes from the strain of reading the tiny, blocky print of the handwritten book.

I lifted my head as the cat stood up. Without even looking at me, it shot across the bed and up onto the deep window ledge, squeezing its body out of the window and vanishing.

I frowned, rubbing my eyes and shifting the book off my lap. I climbed off the bed and went to peer out the little window, my blood running cold when I realised why the cat had disappeared.

The assassin prince was coming.

His gait was graceful but predatory as he approached the cottage. I could see his black eyes tracking over it with bored disdain, like he didn’t want to be here. That just scared me even more. Why was he here? Had the blackbird gone and told the Carlin what it had seen me doing, and she’d ordered her son to come and kill me?

But why? Was I not supposed to be reading the books? I thought they all wanted me to find my true self. Shed my mortal skin. Wasn’t I doing what they wanted me to?

Heart pounding, I quickly moved away from the window before he could spot me. Standing stock still in the bedroom, I panicked about what to do. Could I ignore him? Pretend I wasn’t here? But then what if he went off looking for me and realised I’d been here all along? What if he just opened the door and walked right in, then gutted me for ignoring Folk royalty?

The soft knock made me jump out of my skin. Heart thudding too hard, I found myself walking to the front door, my gut tightening with a confusing mix of terror and anticipation at the thought of interacting with him again.

The long, curved blade at his side was the first thing my eyes locked onto when I opened the door. I slowly dragged my gaze away from it to his face. His black eyes were somehow vacant yet intense as he stared at me, saying nothing.

I resisted the urge to reach up and rub my face nervously. “Hello.”

Dark eyes tracked briefly over me before lifting to meet mine once again. His expression didn’t change at all. Cold. Aloof. Uninterested.

“My mother wants to know if you enjoyed your party.”

“Oh.” Relief made me sag. Jittery with nerves, I stepped back and held the door open wider. “Do you—um, do you want to come in? I made tea, so…”

Say no. Please say no. I wasn’t even sure why I’d offered. Surely he had absolutely no interest in staying longer than he needed to. The Carlin had forced him to come here to ask me if I’d had fun at the party. I should have just lied and said yes, then shut the door.

My breath caught when Lonan gave a single nod.

“Fine.”

Oh fuck.

I swallowed and nodded, trying to make my tone pleasant when I said, “Great.”

I turned and walked into the living room, leaving Lonan to close the door behind him as he stepped inside. My heart was still racing. The cottage suddenly felt different with him inside it, like he was sucking up all the air. Dread and anticipation fizzed in my belly, making my legs feel weak.

He followed me silently into the kitchen and stood there, black gaze tracking over everything.

“Um, take a seat.” I gestured at the tiny table beneath the sole window. “I’ll bring the tea over.”

I didn’t actually expect him to sit down, but to my surprise he slowly walked over to the table. When his back turned to me, I noticed two more blades criss-crossed over his shoulders, these ones longer and thinner. Fear spasmed weakly in my chest, but then I got distracted as Lonan’s head bent slightly as he pulled out a chair. Inky black hair slipped over his shoulder, revealing the milky pale skin of his neck and the tip of a sharply pointed ear peeking between the strands.

For some reason, my nerves calmed. He didn’t seem quite so terrifying when he wasn’t lurking in the darkness. His skin looked soft, that flash of an ear making him seem… more vulnerable. And he looked young. He was my age, Caom had said. That was apparently young for the Folk.

The Carlin had worked fast to mould him into a ruthless, unfeeling killer in just twenty-one years. I wondered why he had the worst job of all of her sons. Eavesdropping, spying and whispering honeyed words were nothing like taking lives. Cutting open throats.

Had he been given that job because he was the coldest? The most ruthless? Or had he just embraced the role that had been foisted on him by his mother?

My eyes caught on long, elegant fingers that rested casually on the table as I approached with two mugs of tea. Lonan was gazing out of the window with bored, hooded eyes, like he’d rather be anywhere else.

Giving myself a mental high-five when I didn’t trip and pour boiling-hot tea into the assassin prince’s lap, I set the mugs down on the table and took the seat opposite him.

He didn’t say thank you. He barely even looked at the tea in front of him. I suddenly remembered reading as a kid that the Folk never thanked anyone, and you should never thank them. Foreboding made my hands clench on my lap. Had I thanked any of them? I was pretty sure I’d thanked Caom that first time he’d taken me around unseelie land. Fuck. What did that mean? Was I indebted to him now, somehow?

“So, did you enjoy the party?” Lonan asked in a flat voice, making me jump.

Of course. That was why he was here.

I nodded quickly. “Yeah. Yes. It was great. Please thank—”

I cut myself off. I didn’t know what thank you’s did, and I absolutely did not want to risk owing the Carlin a debt of any kind.

I cleared my throat.

“I enjoyed it,” I said instead.

Lonan’s eyes bored into mine as he stared at me from across the table. When he leaned forwards, just a little, I held my breath and resisted the urge to shrink back.

“You’re lying,” he said softly. My hands clenched tight, palms sweating.

I opened my mouth to deny it, but something made me stop. Maybe because it felt dangerous to lie to this fae’s face. Or maybe a part of me wanted to see how he would react if I told the truth.

“I don’t even understand why I’m here,” I said hoarsely. “Why I can’t leave. I’m not fae.”

Lonan leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking softly under his weight. “You are half fae.”

“Bullshit.” The word burst out of me before I could stop it, and I pressed my lips together tight immediately after.

He was frozen, staring at me with hard eyes. His long fingers twitched where they rested on the table beside his untouched mug.

“I cannot lie, mortal,” he said softly. “Unlike you.”

“If I’m half fae, why do you all call me mortal?” I blurted without thinking. “How am I supposed to know what to think?”

“You are still half mortal.” The words were filled with disdain as he rose from his seat and stared at me coldly. “And my mother told you why you are here. To shed your mortal trappings. Have you even begun trying?”

My face flared with heat as I stared up at him, but anger sparked in the pit of my belly. I wasn’t going to let this haughty fae come into the one place where I felt at least somewhat comfortable and try to shame me.

I stood up abruptly, my chair scraping over the stone floor.

“I’ve been here less than a week. And how the fuck am I meant to shed my mortal trappings? What does that even mean?”

He huffed a disgusted sound, but his black eyes stayed locked on my face. When they dropped to my mouth, I froze, my breath catching. Heady anticipation curled through my belly, shocking me.

Lonan’s eyes slid back up to mine as if that loaded look hadn’t even happened.

“I will repeat your words exactly to my mother when she asks,” he told me in a flat voice. “But if she questions whether you ate, or drank, or danced, I won’t be able to lie.”

I stared at him, confused, because it sounded like he was… almost warning me. Giving me a heads-up, despite the way his words could be construed as a threat.

“You can tell her that I said the food was lovely. And the wine was delicious,” I said carefully, watching him closely.

His full lips pursed briefly, before he gave me a single nod and headed towards the door. I eyed the twin blades on his back as I followed him. The shift of his long hair as he walked. The top third was tied back from his face in a long braid down the back of his head. I wondered if he’d done it himself, or if he had servants who made sure he looked beautiful and polished every morning. I highly doubted he’d tell me if I asked.

“Well, this has been a lovely visit,” I couldn’t help but say snarkily as he opened the front door to leave. “Come back anytime.”

He looked back at me over his shoulder, black eyes narrowing. Then he was gone, closing the door quietly behind him.

I exhaled hard and resisted the urge to run to the bedroom window so I could watch him leave. That would have been beyond weird. I wandered back into the kitchen instead, staring at the two untouched mugs of tea on the table.

My gut tightened as I remembered that heavy, tense moment when his black gaze had locked on my mouth. I let out a hard breath and took a jarring step closer to the table. What was wrong with me? Everyone had told me to stay away from him. To not draw his attention—any of the Carlin’s sons, but especially him. So why the hell had I just gotten lippy with him? Practically tried to goad him.

I’d told him to come back anytime. My voice had been dripping with sarcasm, but still. I was both terrified and breathless from the exhilarating rush of nerves that swooped at the thought of him taking me up on the offer.


Chapter Thirteen

Days slipped by and turned into weeks.

The wolf visited me every night, and we sat outside in the dark together until I got tired and had to go to bed. The cat came most days, mostly curling up on my bed to nap, or winding between my legs while I was in the kitchen organising the sideboard or making something to eat.

Neither animal ever accepted the scraps I offered, or drank from the water bowl I kept down for them. They both gave me the same haughty, unimpressed look when I tried to get them to eat or drink, which made me laugh.

I was positive they were the same creature, but I didn’t question it too much. I enjoyed their company. Was grateful for it. As much as I didn’t want the Folk to come sniffing around—nor did I want to venture into the village—it could have easily gotten lonely in this cottage on the edge of unseelie land, in the shadow of the forest I couldn’t enter. But the wolf and the cat fended the loneliness off. Maybe that was why they’d started visiting me—because they could sense how alone I was.

Caom did visit most days, but he never stayed all that long. He brought food baskets, adding vegetables when I asked him so that I could make stews in the big cauldron over the kitchen hearth.

We sometimes went for walks, but I still hadn’t gone into the village, despite the countless times he’d asked me if I wanted to.

“You have to go there at some point, Ash,” Caom huffed as we slowly made our way back to the cottage one afternoon. “Don’t you want to look in the shops? Go for a drink at the tavern?”

I shook my head, belly squirming at the idea. “I’m happy out here.”

“You can’t just hide away. You’ll never shed your mortal skin if you don’t spend enough time around us.” He peered over at me with concerned eyes. “Aren’t you lonely? I wish I could come over more, but I’m needed in the shop most days.”

“What shop?”

“I run the dressmaker’s shop with my cousin.” He nudged me. “Why do you think you have such finely made clothes?”

I smiled. He’d delivered more to me the week before. Fresh shirts, and two more pairs of leather trousers, another in dark brown and one in a deep forest green. I liked the green ones the most.

“Well, I appreciate them,” I said carefully. I still didn’t want to risk thanking anyone again, although Caom had never brought it up. Never told me I owed him a debt for saying it before.

I hadn’t told him about the assassin prince’s visit, and I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like anything had happened—except for the way his hooded eyes had stared at my mouth for a suspended moment.

I hadn’t told Caom about the wolf or the cat either. If he showed up when the cat was around, it vanished and hid somewhere until he was gone.

They definitely understood more than a normal cat or wolf should. When I’d absently commented one morning that I wished I could fry eggs on the flat stone in the kitchen hearth, I’d woken up the next morning to the faint sound of clucking from outside.

To my utter shock, two brown and white hens were pecking round the tiny, fenced-off area at the side of the cottage, which had already contained an old wooden coop. Caom had asked me where on earth I’d found two chickens when he’d come to visit that morning, so I simply shrugged and told him they’d been close by and I’d managed to get them into the coop. He returned the next morning with a big bag of feed for them.

When I’d wondered out loud to the wolf if Caom would be willing to bring me some meat in his food baskets, I woke up the following morning to find three dead rabbits laid carefully on my doorstep. It had been a gory mess as I’d worked out how to skin and gut them, but the stew I made that night was delicious.

I was slipping into this life too easily. Too seamlessly. I still kept my eyes peeled for any sign of a black-haired, black-eyed face watching us from the water when Caom and I took our walks, but there’d been no sign of Odran in any of the lakes on unseelie land.

I’d tamed Briordan’s old herb garden and meticulously catalogued the bottles and jars of ingredients on the big sideboard in the kitchen, reorganising them alphabetically. I’d written down the names of any that were missing from the list of essential ingredients from the Novice Drachmsmith book, and made a separate list of seeds that I wanted to ask Caom to get for me in the village, using the Drachmsmith’s Garden book for reference.

I’d refrained from asking, because… well, I had no money. It wasn’t his responsibility to buy me things. He’d done more than enough already, bringing me clothes and food.

“How do the Folk make money?” I murmured to the cat one afternoon, while we were both lazing on the bed in the warm patch of sunlight coming through the window.

I’d realised he was a boy, like the wolf, further cementing the idea that they were one and the same in my head. He kneaded my chest as he gazed down at me. I was lying on my back on the bed, running absentminded fingers down his spine, making him arch into the touch.

“I want to buy things. But I really don’t want to go into the village.” Unease filled me at the thought. “And anyway, I have no idea how I’d pay for anything.”

The cat just purred and curled up on my chest to take a nap.

The blackbird still appeared most mornings, no doubt making sure that I was staying meekly in my cottage like an obedient little mortal for the Carlin. It galled me that I was doing exactly that, although I was reading obsessively about potioncraft and devouring every book in Briordan’s bookcase. I’d yet to attempt another potion, but it was because I wanted to get everything in perfect order before I did. I wanted it to work.

No other notes had appeared pinned to trees. Maybe Nua was pissed that I was still sitting with the wolf every night after he’d told me I couldn’t trust him. Maybe he’d just abandoned me here because I’d ignored his warning, leaving me under the Carlin’s “protection”.

We were in the heart of summer now, but it never got particularly hot. I’d lost track of time a bit, but I thought it was sometime in July. I sometimes wondered what was happening in the mortal world, but tried to avoid thinking about it too much because it just filled me with a weird, restless sense of urgency, even though it all felt far away now. Distant. Faded.

Were the police looking for me? Had someone noticed the cottage standing dark and silent for days on end? Had Mags’ sister Carol or my friends called the police after I hadn’t answered the phone for weeks?

It made me angry to think about people picking through my parents’ stuff, turning the house upside down for clues. How long would it take for someone to come and clear it? It was mine—my dad had lived there for so long that he’d paid off the mortgage years ago, and I knew I’d inherited it. Would it just sit there filled with our stuff, falling into disrepair? The weird house in the village with the dead couple and the missing son?

Even though it wasn’t overly hot, the cottage still got too warm when the kitchen hearth was lit for me to make tea in the morning. I’d opened the window in here, and the cat was curled up napping on its deep sill, while I sat at the table and carefully copied out the potion I wanted to try on a blank piece of parchment I’d found with a sheaf of others in the trunk in the living room. It had taken me a while to get used to writing with a quill and ink, and my handwriting was a messy scrawl on the page, but it was still easier to read than the tiny letters in the Novice Drachmsmith book.

When the cat’s head suddenly popped up, I glanced over at him. My gut tightened with weird anticipation when he stood up, gave me a look and slunk out of the window.

When Caom visited, the cat tended to hide under the bed until he left. There was only one person he’d vanished entirely because of before, no doubt disappearing into the forest to get far away.

I jumped when I heard a jangle of coins from outside, followed by a knock. Licking my lips nervously, I stood up from the table and made my way through the living room to the door. I stared at Lonan when I opened it.

He gazed back with hooded black eyes, saying nothing.

“Hello,” I said nervously, trying to ignore the way my gut tightened with a rush of… something.

“The Carlin has invited you for dinner tonight.”

His words made my stomach drop, any confusingly pleasant feelings vanishing in a rush.

“What?”

He huffed, eyeing me like I was an idiot. I flushed.

“You will come to the court tonight. For dinner,” he repeated slowly, then held out a bulging cloth bag. “Go into the village and buy suitable clothes.”

My hand automatically came up to take the bag, and I swallowed as our fingers brushed before he let go.

“I… Why?” I asked, staring down at the bag. It was heavy, and I could feel the hard edges of tightly packed coins pressing into my fingers.

He stared at me. “She is interested to see how you are settling in.”

“I thought…” I licked my lips. “I thought that was your job. To tell her.”

“My job”—he sneered, as though the notion of it was beneath him and he resented the fact he had to spy on me—“is to ensure that you don’t do anything stupid.”

I couldn’t stop myself from glaring at him, even as my throat flushed with embarrassment. “I haven’t done anything stupid.”

He huffed and flicked his gaze away.

“Go into the village and buy clothes,” he said again, nodding at the bag. “And whatever else you want. The money is yours. I will come and collect you tonight for dinner.”

My gut clenched with nerves. I let out a breath, staring at the bag and feeling Lonan’s cold eyes on me.

“You haven’t been into the village yet, have you?” he asked, though it was barely a question. He knew full well that I hadn’t.

“No.”

He was silent for a moment, before saying in his husky voice, “Keep to yourself. Don’t thank any of them.”

I stared at him, wondering why he was helping me. I resisted the urge to thank him for the advice, knowing he would just look at me like I was a complete moron if I did.

I nodded once instead. “Okay.”

Without another word, he turned and walked off. I stared after him. Unbidden, my eyes dropped to his backside, but it was hidden under the tail of his untucked shirt. My skin getting hot, I tracked my gaze lower, taking in his long, toned legs encased in black leather instead. The swords crossed on his back winked in the sunlight, and his black hair shifted with faint shades of pink and green as he walked.

Feeling like a creep—and a complete fool—I exhaled and shut the door, weighing the heft of the bag in my hand as I walked into the living room. Opening the drawstring, I peered in. It was bulging with coins—copper, silver and gold—but they were totally foreign to me.

The jumpy feeling from seeing Lonan turned into nerves as I retrieved the satchel from the trunk, and my dagger from under the mattress.

It was time for me to finally go into the Folk village.


Chapter Fourteen

I’d packed a bit of cloth in the satchel, tucking it tightly around the bag of coins so they didn’t jangle as I walked. Maybe I was being a bit paranoid, but I didn’t particularly want to be the gullible, clueless mortal wandering round a fae village with a heavy sack of coins announcing my presence.

I was incredibly nervous as the village loomed closer, wishing Caom was with me. Would the Folk ignore me? Try to cheat me or trick me? Refuse to serve me entirely?

Now that I had to go into the village to get clothes for this dinner, I was determined to find a vendor selling the seeds I wanted. If I had to deal with the Carlin and her terrible sons for an evening, I was at least going to get something good out of it.

“A little mortal shouldn’t wander all alone among the Folk.”

The moment I set foot in the village, one of the fox fae appeared and slunk alongside me. It was the one who’d propositioned me the night of my welcome party. My shoulders went stiff, and I didn’t look over at him.

He huffed. “Getting braver, are we? Confident you can hold your own?”

When I still stayed silent, walking quicker, he barked out a laugh.

“Have you changed your mind about that fuck, mortal?”

“No,” I gritted out.

“Shame. Have you fucked the gancanagh yet?”

“Why are you so concerned about who I’m fucking?” I shot back, clutching my satchel tighter. I wouldn’t put it past him to try and distract me with these childish questions while he robbed me blind.

“Why don’t you join us for a drink?” he asked instead of answering, gesturing at the tavern. “And a few games? Darts?”

“No.”

“Well, aren’t you just a barrel of laughs,” he sneered, russet eyes flashing. “Have fun on your own, mortal boy.”

He slunk off, and I let out a silent, relieved breath. But then a high-pitched voice was calling to me from a shop doorway, stiffening my limbs back up.

“Come and do your shopping in here, mortal,” the fae called, then snickered. “I’ll make sure to give you the best prices.”

“Don’t serve him, Frinda,” another fae sneered as he walked past, staring at me with pig-like eyes in a yellow-tinged face. “Mortal scum.”

I put my head down and kept walking, even though I had no idea where I was going. Would any of them serve me? The Folk were greedy. Surely the lure of money would force them to sell me stuff even if they hated the idea of it.

I spotted a little shop with rows of plants sitting out the front, and I veered that way just so I had somewhere to actually go. The interior was cool and dark and smelled like vegetation, and it helped unclench my shoulders just a little.

One wall of the small space was made up entirely of tiny cubbies with neat, handwritten labels affixed to the fronts. Wooden boxes were slotted into each shelf, hiding the contents, but as I hesitantly stepped closer, I smiled.

Wood sorrel seeds. Yarrow seeds. St John’s Wort seeds. Bearded iris bulbs. Destroying angel spores. Fool’s funnel spores. Thyme seeds. Rosemary seeds.

“What do you want?”

The shopkeeper’s voice was not friendly, and part of me wanted to duck my head and just leave. I forced myself not to. I wanted the seeds, damn it. It was the only thing I wanted.

“Some seeds,” I said shortly. “Do I take them myself, or do you need to?”

The fae sneered, gazing up at me from his shorter height. His skin was a pale, murky blue and his beady eyes were black. Each hand had seven stubby fingers.

“You think I’m going to let you paw at my seeds with your grubby mortal hands?” He stomped off to a ladder on rails that he dragged back with him along the front of the shelves. “What do you want?”

I quickly pulled out my list and read them out, one at a time, watching as the fae stamped up the ladder to retrieve each handful of seeds, which he carelessly added to a cloth bag.

My lips pursed into a thin line. He wasn’t even separating them for me. I’d just have to hope I could distinguish between them when I got home. I’d see if the Drachmsmith’s Garden book would help—that had illustrations of the seeds in it.

When he’d gathered all the seeds I wanted, he walked round to the back of the counter with the bag as I approached.

“How much?” I asked, pulling out my fat cloth bag filled with coins.

The fae’s eyes lit up, face turning sly and hungry. My gut sank as I realised I was most likely about to be completely ripped off, and I had no way to stop it. It wasn’t like I could confidently argue with him about what the seeds were worth, because I had no idea. I didn’t even know the value of the different coins in the bag.

“Well, what have you got in there?” The fae’s eyes gleamed as he eyed the bulging bag. “Any gold ones? Just give me five of those.”

I froze, narrowing my gaze at him as I had a sudden thought. “But how much are the seeds worth?”

He wouldn’t be able to lie to me.

“Just give me five of the gold coins,” he repeated impatiently, waving his hand at the bag.

“But how much are they worth?”

The fae snarled, starting to speak, but he fell silent as his face went slack. A shadow fell over the table. My gut was already tightening with exhilarating awareness.

“That is my mother’s money,” Lonan said softly, black eyes flat as he stared at the fae. “Are you trying to disrespect the Carlin by charging him more than what these seeds are worth?”

“N-n—” The fae couldn’t bring himself to say no, because that would have been a lie. He gazed up at Lonan desperately, face mottled with blue. “I didn’t realise, Prince Lonan—Of course I never would have—”

“A dirty trick.” Lonan’s hand cupped mine under the bulge of the bag, making my breath catch in my throat. But it was just to steady it as he dipped his long fingers into the bag and pulled out two small, dark copper coins. “One I trust you will not repeat,” he added flatly as he handed the coins over to the face, whose fingers trembled as they accepted them.

“Of course not. Never.” Pale eyes peered up at me, laced with fear and resentment. “Here are your seeds.”

I took the cloth bag without a word, not wanting to thank him after Lonan’s warning earlier. Lonan turned and strode out of the shop, so I hurried to catch up to him.

“Tha—” I stopped myself. “I appreciate it,” I said instead.

“It’s my mother’s money,” he said flatly, and I flushed.

Right. He hadn’t done it for me.

“What you asked,” he said suddenly, voice still inflectionless. “That was the right question. Don’t stray from it. Don’t back down until they answer you directly.”

Had that been… a compliment of sorts? I was kind of impressed with myself for thinking of it. If the Folk couldn’t lie, that gave me an edge. A tiny morsel of control, something I was sorely lacking here.

And I could lie. I could say whatever I wanted.

“I won’t,” I said, not sure if he was expecting an answer.

“Ash?”

I turned to see Caom hurrying out of a dressmaker’s shop, glancing fearfully at the retreating Lonan.

“Oh. Hi.”

“Why was he walking with you?” he muttered frantically as soon as he was close, gripping my arm. “Are you alright? Did he hurt you? Did he threaten you?”

I wanted to squirm, resisting the intense urge to look back and see Lonan one last time before he vanished.

“Um, no, he just… he stopped some Folk from ripping me off.” I held up the cloth bag of seeds. “I bought some seeds.”

Caom stared at me. “He what?”

“I needed to come and see you anyway,” I said quickly, trying to distract him. “I’ve been invited to the Carlin’s court. For dinner. I need clothes for it.”

His face went slack with shock.

“Dinner… with the Carlin?” he said faintly. “Oh my gods. Yes, you definitely need some better clothes.”

His fingers tightened on my arm as he started dragging me into the shop.

“I have money,” I blurted. “I can pay, obviously.”

We stepped inside the dim, cramped space that smelled of leather and musty cloth. Swathes of fabric covered every inch of wall space, glimmering in the candlelight. Material shifted between soft hues as he led me deeper, towards a wide wooden workbench with a half-sewn shirt crumpled on its surface.

Caom turned to face me with a frown tugging at his blond brows. “Where did you get money from?”

I cleared my throat awkwardly. “The Carlin. She… wants me to have new clothes for the dinner.”

His face cleared. “Oh, so that’s why Prince Lonan was talking to you. He delivered it, I’m guessing?”

I nodded, not voicing the fact that he’d actually delivered it directly to the cottage that morning. He’d just reappeared when that fae was trying to trick me.

“Have you thought about what colours you’d like?” Caom was running long fingers over thick bolts of fabric. “Something warm to match your colouring, I think. Ooh!”

He heaved out a bolt of leather that glimmered like gold. “How about this?”

The blood drained from my face. I was absolutely not wearing gold leather trousers.

“No,” I said quickly. “Not that. Just… I like the dark green ones you gave me.”

He made a face. “Yes, but… they’re not very formal. They’re more like workers’ clothes. What about black, then? It’s what her sons favour. She’ll take it as a compliment that you’ve tried to emulate them.”

I didn’t want to look like I was trying to suck up, but I was worried about what the other options would be if I refused black.

“Black’s fine.”

“Maybe a gold shirt then?” Caom said hopefully, peering back at me as he heaved a bolt of black leather from the wall.

I gave him a look that made him laugh.

“Alright. How about a green shirt then? Forest green, like the trousers you like?”

“Sure.”

I would’ve preferred plain white or cream, but green was better than the shiny, glimmering purple I could see Caom eyeing longingly.

He leaned the bolt of leather against the side of the workbench with a grunt, then straightened up and placed his hands on his hips.

“There might be a pair of black trousers already made somewhere in here.” He started rummaging behind the workbench. “I made them for Belial, but he won’t mind waiting a bit longer.”

He straightened back up with a triumphant smile, holding a pair of plain black leather trousers aloft.

“Try them on, to make sure they fit,” he said, holding them out to me.

I took them hesitantly, glancing round the small shop.

“There’s a fitting room.” Caom walked to the side of the room and pulled back a heavy curtain, revealing a small space lit by a narrow skylight in the ceiling. “Sorry it’s cold. A puca smashed the skylight trying to get in the other night to steal shoes. Little fucker.”

“Okay,” I said nervously, clutching the trousers and my bag of seeds as I walked into the tiny area.

Caom closed the curtain behind me, and I heard him retreat back to the workbench, but I didn’t move for a minute.

I really did not want to take my trousers off when the Folk were milling about so close. I wasn’t wearing any freaking underwear. Part of me wanted to ask Caom to make me some, but… no. He’d probably insist that he had to take my measurements to do it.

Leather was not easy to get off in a hurry. I was pink in the face by the time I managed to pull them over my feet, and I wondered what Caom would do with the new black ones if they didn’t actually fit. Like I’d said… no underwear. Surely he wouldn’t still give these to Belial once my bare junk had been inside them?

Luckily, they fit perfectly. There was no mirror for me to look at myself, but it wasn’t like I had other options besides leather trousers. It was what all the Folk seemed to wear.

“Um, they fit,” I called out.

“Wonderful.” I heard Caom’s footsteps approaching. “Can I take a look?”

“Hold on.” I quickly fumbled with the lacing, tying them up before pushing back the curtain.

He assessed them critically before nodding. “Yes, they look good. An excellent fit.”

But then he gestured at the tail of my shirt, covering my crotch. “You won’t be able to wear your shirt untucked, though.”

“What?” I looked down quickly. “Why not? Lonan does.”

Caom shot me an odd look, and my face flushed as I realised that was probably something I shouldn’t have noticed about the prince.

“Even if he does, that doesn’t mean you can.” Caom tutted, gesturing at the hem of my shirt again. “You have to look presentable. Come on, tuck it in.”

I groaned softly. I really didn’t want to. These trousers were tight. They concealed… very little.

“Ash,” Caom said sternly when I didn’t move. “We need to make sure they look alright with your shirt tucked in. Come on, it’s just me. It’s just a shirt. If you really find it that uncomfortable, it will only be for a few hours.”

I let out a breath and jerkily stuffed the tail of the shirt into the trousers. The Folk wore their shirts big, so it still billowed. My face was hot. Now I really did look like a fucking pirate.

When I looked up, Caom was staring at my dick. Not just my groin, but the actual bulge of my dick, which was impossible to conceal in these tight leather trousers.

He swallowed, dragging his eyes up to my face with great effort.

“They look good,” he said faintly, eyes darting back down for a split second. “Now turn round.”

I huffed. “Caom—”

“We need to make sure the trousers fit well in the back,” he interrupted, tone back to business as he crossed his arms. “Turn.”

Gritting my teeth with embarrassment, I turned to give him my back. My cheeks flamed hotter when he let out a hoarse chuckle.

“Oh yes, they fit perfectly.”

Then he sighed and fell silent. After a few awkward seconds, I peered back and huffed in irritation when I saw him staring at my ass. Yanking my shirttails free, I spun and scowled at him.

Caom cleared his throat. “Well, you can take the trousers with you today. Don’t forget your old ones.”

As I grabbed them from the fitting room floor, he walked over to the workbench.

“I’ll make the shirt today and deliver it. When is the dinner?”

“Tonight.”

His hands spasmed over the swathe of forest green fabric he’d been unrolling on the workbench.

“Tonight?” he choked out.

“I can just wear one of my white shirts,” I said hurriedly. “Don’t stress, Caom.”

“No, no, you can’t wear one of those.” He unfurled the fabric faster, already leaning over to grab a huge pair of scissors. “I’ll get it over to you well before dusk. When are you heading to the court?”

“Uh, I’m not sure.” I fingered my old trousers nervously as I watched him. “Lonan said he’d come and collect me, so…”

“Oh gods,” Caom said faintly.

I chewed my lip, feeling guilty even though I hadn’t asked for this fucking dinner.

“Seriously, Caom, a white shirt will be fine. Please don’t stress.”

“Go.” He shooed me, not even looking up. “You’re distracting me. I need to get this done.”

“But I need to pay you.” I stepped closer to the workbench and pulled out the cloth bag of coins. “I’ll pay for both now.”

Caom stopped dead when he heard the jangle of coins, looking up. His eyes locked onto the bag.

“Oh. Yes.”

I opened it and stared at the jumble of foreign coins within. There was no Lonan here to pick out the correct ones with his long, elegant fingers.

Swallowing, feeling like a complete loser, I held the bag out to Caom. “Take what I owe you.”

I could somehow tell that he was sorely tempted to cheat me and take more than what the clothes were worth. His copper eyes gleamed as he stared into the bag. I was pretty sure he refrained in the end, because he picked out just a few coins, and none of them were gold. I hoped it was because he was my friend, but he was still Folk. It was more likely that he was remembering what I’d said about Lonan stopping the others from ripping me off.

Although I wouldn’t have cared if he had cheated me. He’d already given me so much that technically I owed him far more than the price of these clothes. And besides, all I’d wanted was seeds. The bag was still fat and heavy with coins I had no use for.

Didn’t mean I was just going to give them away to the Folk, though.


Chapter Fifteen

I ended up making a few more purchases before I left the village. I followed Lonan’s advice, refusing to back down when the Folk tried to trick me with half-truths and roundabout answers when I asked how much stuff cost.

They’d scowled when I hadn’t caved, muttering the true costs of my purchases and snatching the coins from me when I handed them over. After leaving Caom’s shop, I’d sat down on a small stone bench under a drooping tree and carefully studied the coins so I’d know their values before I attempted to make any more purchases.

I’d bought a different kind of loose-leaf tea than the one Caom had given me, which was running low. It smelled of aniseed and bark, and I was excited to try it. I’d also got a small notebook with a soft mushroom leather cover, some lavender soap, dried meat, an armful of fresh vegetables and a big cloth bag to carry them all back home in.

My cheeks were flushed and I felt lighter, even though the bag was heavy as I lugged it back to the cottage. It had felt good to get out and do something new. And I’d conquered my fear of going into the village and being around all the Folk, which had swelled the longer I’d put it off.

It would have been one of my favourite days here if it wasn’t for the fact that I had to go and have dinner with the Carlin and her sons in the evening. Especially because as I stepped inside the cottage, the cat glanced up at me sleepily from the sofa with a soft meow.

I abandoned my satchel and shopping bags by the bedroom door and went over, smiling when the cat climbed into my lap as soon as I sat down.

“I wish I could spend all afternoon napping with you,” I told him, kissing his head when he butted it against my chin. “But I got my seeds, and I want to plant them before this fucking dinner. And then I’ll have to have a bath, because I’ll be dirty from digging.”

The cat shivered, kneading my chest and rubbing his face all over my jaw as I ran my hand down his back.

“Sorry, baby, you’ll have to nap without me today,” I said with a chuckle when he tried to curl up in my lap. He didn’t like being picked up at all, so I waited until he got the message and slunk off my legs with a pitiful mewl.

When I went to retrieve my shopping from beside the bedroom door, I glanced up to see him already curled up in a ball directly beneath my pillow. Taking everything into the kitchen, I unpacked the food and tea into the pantry and put my new notebook on the kitchen table, next to the loose parchment I’d started copying the potion recipe onto.

After changing back into my old dark green leather trousers and carefully laying out the new black ones on the sofa, I stuffed the entire satchel into the trunk, the coins and dagger still inside it, and put my new soap on the mantelpiece near the copper bathtub. Then I sat down on the living room floor and excitedly went through my new seeds.

By the time I’d finished planting them in the garden I was sweating, my fingernails were caked with dirt and the sun was dipping in the sky. My stomach spasmed with nerves when I realised how soon Lonan would be arriving to collect me, but at least gardening had distracted me for the afternoon.

I washed my hands in the bucket of water I’d brought outside with me, then carefully poured it over the mounds of freshly dug earth in the herb garden. As I carried the bucket and empty seed sack round the cottage to the door, I spotted Caom approaching with a loosely wrapped parcel of brown paper in his hands.

“Got it done in time,” he said with a cheerful grin as he reached me. “You’re going to look spectacular.”

I huffed a short laugh. “The clothes will, I’m sure.”

“I won’t stay.” He handed me the parcel, eyeing my filthy nails with mild horror. “You clearly need a bath before Prince Lonan arrives to collect you.”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah, I was just heading inside to take one.”

“Well.” He hesitated, fidgeting as he chewed his lip. “Enjoy the dinner, if you can. Just… be polite. Don’t look at her until she addresses you. Try not to engage her sons. Just get through it.”

That did not help to lessen the dread already swirling in my belly. “I will.”

“I’ll be by in the morning to make sure you’re…” He cleared his throat. “To see how it went.”

I swallowed. “Okay.”

With a little wave, he turned and left. I carried the parcel inside, setting it on the sofa beside the trousers before starting the laborious process of filling the cauldron with water to heat for a bath. I stripped off my filthy clothes and went into the bedroom to put them in the wicker basket I’d turned into my laundry hamper. The cat blearily peeked with one eye when I stepped into the room, before both opened fully and his head popped up.

I chuckled, teasing, “Creep,” as I went back into the living room. As I waited for the water to heat up, I filled the bucket again and used my new soap and a little scrubbing brush to get the dirt out from under my nails.

There was no mirror in the cottage, but I could feel my hair was growing out. At least I’d never been able to grow a beard, so I didn’t have to worry about shaving my face. Besides, I shouldn’t have even cared about how I looked. I wasn’t interested in impressing the Carlin or her sons.

Except… I kind of was. One of them, at least. And I had no idea what to make of that.

Once the water was hot and in the tub, I washed my hair and scrubbed myself clean with my new lavender soap, then dried in front of the kitchen fire. After putting on my new clothes, I peered down at myself critically, chewing on my lower lip.

Did I seriously have to wear the shirt tucked in? The bulge of my dick was so obvious.

As I stared down at it in dismay, it gave a hearty twitch.

Would Lonan notice?

I pictured the way his black eyes had locked onto my mouth, the very first time he’d visited me here. Would they do the same, but much lower down, when he showed up to collect me? The possibility of it was enough to make me leave the shirt tucked in.

I peered over my shoulder to try and assess my ass. Caom had seemed to think it looked good. As vain as it made me, I had to agree. It did look damn good in these trousers. I felt kind of ashamed of the anticipation of Lonan showing up and seeing me. I felt like a little kid with a crush. A pathetic, one-sided crush. Lonan would barely even look at me all evening, I was sure. Maybe I’d just made up that loaded look in the kitchen before. It wasn’t like anything remotely similar had happened since.

Once I was ready, I sipped water and paced the cottage, my stomach in knots. I jumped out of my skin when the knock came at the door, even though I’d been anticipating it.

Lonan looked exactly the same as always when I opened the door, and like every other time, he just stared at me in silence. But then his eyes quickly swept down my frame before they stopped dead—about halfway down. I sucked my lower lip into my mouth and sank my teeth into it, trying to use the pain to stop my cock from plumping up under his endless black gaze.

He didn’t react at all—his expression didn’t change except for a tiny, almost indiscernible tic in his cheek that pulsed for just a second before he looked away.

“Let’s go.”

I didn’t know whether to take that as a win or not as I closed the door and followed him in silence. He’d definitely noticed, but he’d barely reacted. Although, what had I expected him to do? Drop to his knees and yank out my cock, already salivating for it?

My trousers tightened as I pictured it, and I quickly glanced at the back of Lonan’s head as he walked a few steps in front of me.

“So… what can I expect?” I asked to distract myself, jogging to catch up to him.

He’d offered me advice before, so maybe he’d be willing to help me now.

He didn’t answer for a long moment, so long that I thought the entire walk to the Carlin’s court was going to be in total silence.

“Don’t address her until she addresses you,” he said in his husky voice. “Don’t eat or drink until she does. Don’t thank her. Not even for the money. Don’t bring up the money at all.”

He paused for a moment before adding quietly, “Don’t fall prey to my brothers.”

My gut clenched with foreboding. The Carlin’s other three sons. They’d be there too. And despite the fact that the one walking next to me was the assassin, the others sounded more terrifying. They’d be watching me closely. Listening to every word I said with conniving ears. Trying to trick me with honeyed words and half-truths.

As aloof and cold as Lonan was, he was forthright with me. He’d helped me, several times now.

I hoped I was seated next to him.

My breath caught when he glanced over at me, black eyes shadowed in the dying light.

“And do not think you can speak to any of them the way you speak to me.”

My cheeks flushed. “I don’t speak to you in… any way.”

“You are curt,” he said sharply, which made me snort with laughter before I could stop it. His eyes snapped back to me, narrowing.

“Sorry.” I sobered quickly, biting my lip.

I could have sworn his cheeks flushed faintly before he looked away, lapsing into silence as we passed the village and headed directly towards the looming steps of the Carlin’s court.

“Don’t try and trick her with lies,” he added softly, still not looking at me. “She’ll know. If you must say something false to appease her, be very careful with how you word it.”

I swallowed, any humour fleeing as I stared up at the approaching palace. “Okay.”

I wanted to thank him for all the advice—far more than I’d been expecting—but didn’t dare. My stomach clenched up into a tight knot as we ascended the giant steps, which gleamed like they were coated in ice.

“You’ll be fine,” he said stiffly, voice pitched low. “You’re not a complete idiot. You handled the Folk in the village well.”

My lips quirked as I shot him a look, a little bubble of amusement loosening my gut. “Tha—Okay.”

The same tall, striking guards with silver eyes as the last time I’d been here opened the massive front doors for us as we reached the top of the steps, heaving them open with little strain despite their immense weight.

The vast entrance hall was completely empty, our footsteps echoing as we made our way across the icy expanse. Cold unseelie fire lit the huge chandelier hanging from the ceiling, making the gleaming white walls look like melting ice.

Lonan didn’t head for the throne room that I knew was through another set of giant, ornate doors directly opposite us. Instead, he turned right towards another set to the side. I followed him in silence, and my gut twisted again when he stopped before opening them, turning to look at me.

“Are you ready?”

I chewed on my lip and resisted the urge to fiddle with my shirt.

“Do I look okay?” I blurted before I could stop myself, almost wanting to smile when Lonan’s eyes flared at the question.

Lips flattening, he swept his gaze over me, clearly trying to make it look cursory but blinking when he got halfway down my frame. The muscle in his cheek twitched again, just once, but it made me want to grin.

“Yes,” he said in a stilted voice, then immediately turned and pushed open the doors.


Chapter Sixteen

“Sweet boy!” The Carlin swept over as I reluctantly followed Lonan into the room. “So pleased you are joining us for dinner.”

She was wearing a long, slinky, pale blue dress that hugged her narrow frame and exposed the pale skin of her chest and shoulders. Deep blue jewels had been stuck to her throat and collarbones, and they winked in the flickering fire of the chandelier above a huge stone dining table that was already laid out with six place settings.

“I—um—” My gaze darted to Lonan and away again just as fast. Don’t thank her. Don’t thank her.

“I was pleased to receive the invitation,” I said in the end, my voice sounding wooden and stilted to my own ears.

The Carlin didn’t seem to notice. She linked a slender arm through mine and pulled me away from the silent Lonan, towards the table.

“Sit.”

She directed me to the end seat. I thumped down into it gracelessly, nerves making me twist my hands in my shirt, unseen beneath the table.

As she swept to the other end of the table, to the seat directly opposite mine, her four sons silently took their places. Lonan was to my left, with the blind-eyed Cethlen beside him, closest to the Carlin. On my other side sat Bres, who shot me a sneering grin with his bronze teeth. Next to him was the eldest, Balor, who was already watching me with cobalt eyes.

“Wine?” the Carlin asked airily, gesturing at a slender female fae with brown hair that was so long the end of her plait trailed over the ground behind her bare feet.

She carried a crystal pitcher filled with gleaming, burgundy liquid and carefully poured it into a tall pewter goblet studded with blue and white jewels that sat in front of the Carlin. In the ensuing silence she made her way round the table, filling the rest of our glasses, which were crystal but otherwise plain.

Once she had stepped back with a dip of her head, the Carlin raised her goblet and smiled at me, bronze teeth winking.

“To shedding your mortal skin.” She took a sip and set down the goblet. “I must admit, I thought it would have happened by now.” She peered at me. “Have you felt anything at all? Any change within yourself?”

I considered lying, because I didn’t know if she would fly into a cold, murderous rage if I said no. But Lonan’s warning still rang in my head. I was sure I’d have to lie at some point during this dinner, and I didn’t want to rack up too many untruths and make her suspicious.

“No,” I admitted quietly. “I feel the same as always.”

She tutted. “Well, no matter. There’s still plenty of time.”

Time before what? I wanted to ask, but didn’t dare.

“I hope you at least feel at home here.” She gave me a smile that I thought was meant to be kind, but it just looked sharp. “Do you like the food? The wine? How is that little cottage?”

I cleared my throat, forcing myself not to glance at Lonan repeatedly. He was sitting in complete silence to my left, not moving. Not even picking up his wine, like the other three sons were doing.

“It’s fine,” I said, then forced myself to add, “The food is very nice. The wine is… a bit strong for me, I think.”

Bres barked out a rough laugh, making me flinch in my seat. “Mortals aren’t known to be able to handle our wine. When they’ve had enough, you can get them to do anything you want.”

I looked away quickly from his wide, gleaming smile, clenching my fingers on my thighs beneath the table.

“I’ve never seen you drunk, Lonan,” Balor added in a sly voice, taking a lazy sip of wine. His eyes were flinty as they glanced between me and his youngest brother. “Maybe the pair of you should get drunk together. Perhaps a wine-soaked night will do you both some good.”

I tensed up at that and forced myself not to look at Lonan. He didn’t say a word, and the Carlin smiled indulgently at me.

“Plenty of opportunities to enjoy yourself and loosen your inhibitions, sweet boy.” She laughed. “We Folk do enjoy our celebrations. Lonan told me that you enjoyed your welcome party.”

I nodded quickly. “Yes, th—I appreciated it.”

Balor’s eyes narrowed at my quickly aborted thanks, shooting from me to Lonan.

The stilted conversation paused as a line of Folk emerged from a door at the side of the room, all of them carrying big platters and bowls that they proceeded to place in the centre of the table. Roasted pork took pride of place, dotted with slices of cooked, wilted apple and smelling fragrantly of sage.

Beside it sat a platter of roast beef, sliced and still pink in the centre. There was a bowl of spiced red cabbage, whole baked apples bubbling with caramelised sugar, a shallow bowl of steamed dark greens, a tray of what looked like bark crusted with sugar, and some unidentifiable kind of meat that looked almost like fish, sliced into little rolls with a faintly shimmering skin.

Six of the Folk stood beside each of us at the table and proceeded to fill our plates in synchronised silence. I fidgeted uncomfortably. This was so… weird and formal. Dinners at home had usually been in front of the TV on the sofa, except at Christmas when dad would reluctantly clear all his stuff off the dining room table, grumbling half-heartedly, so that Mags could decorate it and we could sit down to eat properly.

But even then, it had been a case of dishing up what you wanted from all the bowls and plates in the centre. Going back for seconds of the things you liked. Picking at the roasted turkey and beef, because it had only been the three of us and none of us cared.

My gut clenched with a wave of intense grief. I blinked hard and forced myself to look up, my gaze meeting Lonan’s for a split second before he looked away again quickly.

No one moved even after the serving Folk stepped back and quietly left the room, except for two who flanked the door and gazed ahead impassively. It was only once the Carlin had picked up her fork and taken a delicate bite of pork that Balor started eating, Bres and Cethlen following soon after.

Lonan was as slow as I was to pick up the cutlery. I hesitantly cut into the pork, eyeing that unidentified meat on my plate warily. Would the Carlin get angry if I didn’t eat everything?

It was completely silent as we started eating. Was this what every dinner was like here? God, how depressing. Lonan seemed stiff and uncomfortable beside me, but I didn’t know if that was because I was here or if that was just how he was every night when he ate with his family.

“How’s the pork?” the Carlin asked suddenly, making my fork clatter against my plate as I jumped.

I nodded. “Very nice.”

“And the beef?” Her one eye was piercing when I glanced up at her, filled with cruel amusement that made my gut clench with fear.

Had they done something to the food?

“Nice,” I said again, not wanting to touch any of it.

But Lonan was quietly eating beside me, and they’d dished everything up from the same serving bowls. They wouldn’t give themselves poison, would they? Unless it was poison that only affected mortals.

“Have you tried that yet?” Bres asked smoothly, nodding at the neat pile of unidentified meat sitting untouched on my plate.

I cleared my throat.

“Not—not yet. What is it?” I asked hesitantly, not expecting an answer.

“Roasted snake. A very special delicacy.” He snickered like he’d said something particularly funny.

I eyed the snake meat. I knew that snake was a normal thing to eat in plenty of countries, but I’d never tried it and I… wasn’t particularly keen to. Especially after Bres’s mean little laugh, like I was the butt of some secret joke.

I ate round it, slowly clearing my plate as much as I could, because I was fairly sure that leaving too much would be an insult. There was so much food in front of me, and while I normally had a big appetite, it had been diminished in recent weeks as the fear of eating fae food held me back. My belly was uncomfortably full by the time I’d eaten everything except the snake.

My gut sank when the Folk cleared our plates then brought out dessert—delicate glass bowls filled with dark chocolate mousse and topped with frozen blueberries. At least it was a small portion, I thought dejectedly as I waited for the Carlin to start eating, like her four sons were doing.

I picked up the tiny spoon and had a small mouthful. It was so rich and dark, it tasted like iron against the roof of my mouth. The blueberries were freezing against my teeth and hard to bite into. When I finally finished it, I reluctantly had a small sip of wine to wash it down, wishing there was water.

Once the bowls were cleared, the serving Folk brought out tiny porcelain cups of coffee and coins of dark mint chocolate. Even though I was full to the point of feeling sick, I drank the coffee greedily. I hadn’t had coffee in so long. It was as rich and dark as the chocolate mousse had been, and I didn’t even care when it scalded my tongue.

The conversation remained as stilted as it had been at the very beginning. Why had she asked me to come here for dinner? All she’d done was asked if I was enjoying myself, asked if I liked the food, and talked briefly to Balor about a disagreement between two of the royal merchants.

It felt like this was just another game. Another way to yank me off balance, make me feel uneasy and scared. Make me sit here wondering what she wanted with me—what she was going to do to me. Why she had brought me here to “shed my mortal skin”.

“More wine, Ash?” she asked with an indulgent smile once our coffee cups had been taken away.

I cleared my throat. “No, th—No, I shouldn’t. The food was lovely.”

“Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it because you’re unlikely to taste anything better.” She laughed. “I’m afraid the fare in the village isn’t quite this refined.”

“Well, I appreciate the opportunity to have such a nice dinner,” I said slowly, not knowing what else I was supposed to say. Not knowing why the fuck I was here.

Bres snickered. “So polite.”

“Tell me.” Balor slouched back in his seat, eyeing me over the rim of his glass. “What have you been doing to pass the time in that little cottage all the way on the edge of our land? Aren’t you bored?”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Cethlen’s head tilt as if he was listening intently. He hadn’t said a word throughout the entire dinner—neither had Lonan.

“I…” My eyes darted to Lonan before I could stop them. “Erm… gardening. Cooking. Reading.”

“Reading.” The Carlin pounced immediately, leaning forwards in her seat. “What have you been reading, Ash? What books are there?” She glanced at Balor. “Whose cottage was it?”

“Your former drachmsmith’s, Mother,” he told her in a bored voice, before his eyes sharpened with spiteful mirth as he stared at me. “Have you been attempting potioncraft, mortal?”

“How sweet. Do you think you could be a drachmsmith, Ash?”

The Carlin’s question sounded sincere, but I got the distinct impression that they were laughing at me. I clenched up.

“No,” I muttered. “I’ve just read what’s there. As something to do.”

“Maybe you should try a little potion.” Bres shot me a lazy grin. “Maybe even a deadly one, hmm? Really get the blood pumping. I heard you weren’t very happy about the apothecary giving you a tiny dose to get you here safely. Perhaps some fae-spiked, spiteful retaliation will be just what you need to shed this mortal skin.”

I stiffened even more. “I don’t want to poison anyone.”

Bres barked out a sharp laugh. “So mortal. Still.”

Balor was still watching me over the rim of his glass. He took a sip then lowered it to shoot me a sharp smile. “I wonder what you’ll look like when you finally shed this skin.”

His eyes flicked to Lonan, and he stared hard even though Lonan wasn’t looking back. He was leaning back in his seat, toying with the stem of his glass. If I hadn’t been sat beside him, I would have thought he was simply bored. But I could feel the tension rolling from him in waves.

“What do you think, Lonan?” Balor asked. “What do you think our Ash here will look like when his mortal trappings are finally gone?”

Lonan shrugged stiffly.

“I don’t know.” His husky voice was stilted.

The Carlin gave me a wide smile.

“I think you’ll be stunning,” she purred, making me feel incredibly uncomfortable. “Already such a beautiful boy. When your fae side has taken over, you’ll be a feast for the eyes.”

She gave me another gleaming smile as she rose from the table. “I cannot wait, sweet boy.”

When the four sons all followed her up, I quickly stood from my seat.

“This has been most enjoyable, Ash.” The Carlin’s one eye slid from me to Lonan. “Lonan, my dear, walk Ash back to his cottage, would you?”

He gave a stiff nod and turned for the door. Before I followed him, Balor shot me a vicious smile, his cobalt eyes gleaming.

“Sleep well, mortal,” Bres called as I followed Lonan out of the room, my shoulders hunched up to my ears.

I had no idea what the point of any of that had been.


Chapter Seventeen

Lonan was tense as we walked back to the cottage. Silent and stiff, his normally loose, slinking gait jerky with each step.

I kept trying to think of things to say that would fill the silence, but got too nervous every time I went to say them. We were well clear of the court and the village before I finally spoke.

“I think that went okay,” I offered hesitantly, not knowing if he’d even acknowledge me.

I jumped when he spun round and glared at me, his face tight with barely suppressed anger.

“Have you done anything to try and shed your mortal skin? Are you trying at all?” He thrust his hand towards the Carlin’s palace, looming in the distance. “That’s what she wants.”

Disappointment made me want to sag, but hot anger quickly chased it away. I was an idiot, thinking he was on my side at all. Thinking he could ever be nice just because he’d helped me. Given me advice. He just wanted the same thing as his mother. He was helping her, not me. He was on her side, and I was a fool for ever thinking otherwise.

“Why does she even want that?” I snapped. “Why does she care? What’s in it for her?”

Lonan clenched his jaw, visibly trying to tamp back his emotions.

“Are you just going to sit in your fucking cottage making tea and tending to your little garden?” he snarled instead of answering any of my questions, making my face flare hot with embarrassment. “You’re just going to sit there waiting to see what happens to you?”

“What is going to happen to me?” I shouted, clenching my hands into fists. “No one’s told me anything. You’re all just telling me to shed my mortal skin. What the fuck does that mean? Stop saying I’m half fae. I’m not. I’m human. Mortal. I don’t know why your fucking mother brought me here, so how is it my fault that I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing?”

“I just told you what to do,” he gritted out. “Shed your mortal skin.”

I groaned in frustration. “That tells me nothing. That doesn’t mean anything. I can’t shed my fucking skin! Why don’t any of you Folk just speak plainly? Stop talking in fucking riddles.” I stepped closer, glaring at him. “You’re so worried I’m not doing what your mother wants? Then tell me. Tell me what I’m supposed to do.”

“Shed your—”

“Do not say that again.” I turned and strode off, towards the cottage.

“Just because you can lie through your teeth doesn’t mean I can.” I could hear Lonan striding after me. “You are half fae. You are Folk. I wouldn’t be able to say those words if it wasn’t true.”

I could feel the truth in his words, but it was too terrifying to consider, so I ignored it.

I didn’t know why he was still following me. Why he hadn’t threatened to kill me for speaking to him rudely, or just stamped off back to his gaudy palace with his mother. I continued to ignore him, my heart racing and blood too hot in my veins.

“Think of the things you can’t do,” he said from behind me, audibly trying to calm his voice. “And how that could change.”

What? What the fuck did that mean?

“You feel trapped here,” he continued. “Powerless.”

Why was he saying this?

“Because I am trapped here.” I spun round. “Your mother has trapped me here. Fucking cut my neck so I can’t leave. So I get thrown out of the forest if I step foot in it.”

His chest was rising fast as he stared back at me, face once again an emotionless mask. But I saw the muscle twitch in his cheek.

“Think of what you could do if you unlocked your fae side,” he said, and I opened my mouth to shout at him to stop speaking in riddles again before I stopped myself.

What was he actually trying to tell me? Was he saying… if I did that, I’d be able to leave?

I stared at him, breathing hard. He stared back in silence.

My shoulders sagged with despondence. “Why can’t you just tell me?”

He was right. I was powerless. I was trapped. Telling me to shed my mortal skin didn’t help me. Telling me to unlock my fae side—if I really had one—didn’t help me. How the hell was I supposed to do that?

His jaw ticked wildly.

“I am my mother’s son,” he said in a flat, quiet voice.

I snorted and turned away again, striding fast towards the cottage as it came into view. As he followed me in silence, I tried to calm down enough to consider his words. What did he mean by that? That he couldn’t go against the Carlin’s wishes? That he wanted the same thing she did? But it still told me nothing. He hadn’t answered me when I’d asked what she would get out of me shedding my mortal skin. The Folk didn’t do things selflessly. There was a reason.

And if unlocking my fae side would let me leave, why did the Carlin even want that? She’d trapped me here, which meant she wanted me to stay.

I was so confused. Lonan was telling me to do what she wanted me to, but at the same time making it seem like if I did, it would help me get away from her.

Was he just tricking me? Trying to make me think that doing what the Carlin wanted would let me escape, when in reality it would just make me play right into her hands? Was he just trying to speed up the process so it would get his mother what she wanted? He hadn’t actually said that shedding my mortal skin would let me set foot in the forest, so he technically hadn’t lied. He’d just implied it.

My blood boiled at the thought of being tricked. He was as sly as all the other Folk. Why had I ever thought he was different? Everything he was doing was just to help his mother—help her carry out whatever unknown, terrifying plan she had for me.

I’d never felt more alone. Or more foolish. He’d twisted his words to make me feel like he was on my side, helping me adjust here, but he was just like all the others.

“Are you going to ignore everything I’ve said?”

He was still following me, and his voice was tight with suppressed emotion, like the thought of him being ignored, the beautiful fae prince, was unthinkable.

“I don’t trust you,” I snapped, whirling round to face him outside the cottage. “I don’t trust you any more than your fucking mother. I don’t trust any of you. All you fucking Folk are the same.”

“You are one of us, as much as you might hate that fact,” he gritted out.

He can’t lie, a little voice whispered in my head, making my stomach clench up with fear.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Liar.”

“Even if I did, you think you can manipulate me into playing right into your and mother’s hands? Trying to make me think if I shed my mortal skin, I’ll be able to go into the forest? I’ll be able to escape? When really, I’ll just be doing exactly what you all want me to do, won’t I?”

He clearly didn’t know what to say to that, because he couldn’t lie and tell me I was wrong.

“Things aren’t always so black and white,” he eventually got out, voice trembling with anger. “I am my mother’s son, but I—”

“Shut up.” I turned and flung open the cottage door. “Tell your mother I had a lovely time. Tell her the food was wonderful. Then fuck off and leave me alone in my sad little cottage with my tea and garden, which you clearly think is so pathetic, even though your family is the one that put me here.”

I slammed the door, leaving him standing there in the dark with his shoulders hunched and his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

As I stomped through the living room and into the bedroom, part of me expected him to fling open the cottage door, pull free his blade and drive it into my gut.

He didn’t. It was totally silent as I struggled out of my shirt and trousers and angrily jerked back the covers to get into bed. I was trembling wildly. With anger, at Lonan and myself, for letting myself believe for even a second that he was any different. With fear over what he’d said. With too much emotion roiling inside me, heating my blood and making my heart pound too hard. Worryingly hard.

My skin felt tight over my bones. I slammed my eyes shut and tried to clear my mind, but I couldn’t. I just kept seeing big black eyes, an insolent mouth curled into a snarl, his long fingers clenching into fists.

I wanted to punch him in his perfect fucking face. For making me feel small and stupid. For making me start to trust him, even just a little. I pictured doing just that—walking up to him and punching him in the jaw, uncaring of the blades gleaming at his hip and on his back, uncaring that he was Folk and royalty and the Carlin’s son.

But then the image morphed into me rushing up to him and grabbing his face and kissing him hard instead. What would he have done? Would he have kissed me back? He’d stared at my mouth that time like he wanted to, but that had probably just been another trick. A way to make the clueless, pathetic mortal play right into his hands.

Hot, angry pleasure pulsed through me at the thought of Lonan flinging open the cottage door and striding into the bedroom. But instead of slitting my throat, I pictured him yanking off the covers and covering my body with his own. He’d be ravenous. Animalistic. Biting at my throat and lips, clawing at me, heated anger fuelling us both.

My eyes popped open and I panted up at the ceiling, chest rising fast and my heart still slamming too hard against my ribs. I lifted my head and peered down my body to stare with furious betrayal at my pulsing cock, a rigid outline through the blanket.

“He’s a bastard,” I snapped. “A sneaky, manipulative prick. He’s no different to any of them. Stop wanting him.”

I really was losing my mind. Talking to birds and wolves and cats, and now my own fucking cock.

I couldn’t stop my hand as it thrust under the covers and fisted my stiff length. It jerked in my grip, pre-cum already smearing against the sheet. I kicked everything off and let my knees fall open, already pumping recklessly fast, unable to stop but not wanting to do this to thoughts of him.

It was his face that I pictured, though. His insolent mouth and high cheekbones and hooded eyes. The sweep of his hair and the vulnerable, pointed tip of his ear peeking out. His long, elegant, masculine fingers resting on the kitchen table, his long legs as I watched him walk away, his husky voice, his inky black hair shining in the sunlight—

I groaned through gritted teeth as the orgasm hit, making my hips strain up as my cock fired long ropes of cum onto my belly. It left me weak and shaking, but as I lay there in the dark, I still felt restless and too hot. I didn’t feel any better or more relaxed. Unease churned in my gut, forcing me to get up and walk on shaky legs to the laundry basket so I could clean the fluid off my stomach with a shirt.

I pulled on my old shorts and went outside, walking round to the back of the cottage. When I saw the wolf waiting for me, my mouth lifted into a smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I told him as I sat down at his side, leaning into him when he nuzzled at my neck. “I had a really nice day and then a terrible evening.”

We sat in silence for a while, the wolf panting softly as he leaned heavily against me, enjoying the absentminded scratches I was giving his neck.

My body still tingled in the aftermath of that furious, gut-churning orgasm. Every time I blinked, I saw Lonan’s black eyes staring at me, his face twisting between anger and utter disdain. My skin heated again. God knew how he’d react if he found out what I’d just done while thinking about him. I didn’t want to think about the cruel sneer that would no doubt contort his perfect features.

I snorted without humour.

“I can’t believe I just made myself come thinking about him,” I told the wolf, even though it wasn’t like he could answer if he did understand me.

I had no one else to talk to—no one I could speak freely with, without worrying about how my words could be twisted and used against me. Not even Caom. I remembered the way his eyes had gleamed as he’d stared into my bag of coins. How long he’d taken to pick out his correct payment. I wasn’t sure I trusted him either.

“Why does the thought of him being just like the rest of them make me sad?” I said, trailing my fingertips round the wolf’s ear. “It wasn’t like I had any reason to think he wasn’t. Just because he gave me some advice. He’s probably back there with his family laughing at how pathetic and clueless I am.”

I leaned my head against the wall of the cottage, tilting it to look down at the wolf. He gazed back up at me with his head on my thigh, eyes big and black and mournful.

“Do you think I’m half fae?” I murmured, rubbing my thumb at the bridge of his snout, between his eyes. They closed with pleasure from the touch. “Why can’t you tell me? I’d actually trust you if you could.”

The wolf stared up at me, then lifted his head and turned it towards the forest. I shifted my eyes to follow his gaze—and froze.

In the weak moonlight, I could just about make out something pale and square against the trunk of a tree.

I slowly turned to stare back at the wolf.

“Are… are you leaving me the notes?” I asked, feeling stupid for even considering it.

I could have sworn the wolf’s head jerked to the side, like he was telling me no. My legs unsteady, I got up and walked over to the tree, my feet freezing and wet in the low mist that swirled over the grass.

The note had been pinned with another long thorn, which I let drop to the ground as I carried the paper back over to the wolf and sat down.

Ash,

Don’t trust them. Any of them. Not the wolf, not the cat, not the gancanagh. Especially not the prince.

Ignore their words, promise them nothing, keep them all at arm’s length.

Stay in the cottage. Shed your mortal skin. Come into the forest. We will be waiting.

N

I was breathing hard by the time I finished reading, and I slowly lifted my gaze to the wolf. He stared back at me.

Could he read this? He’d alerted me to the note, but the note said not to trust him. Again. Even though he’d done nothing but be my companion for weeks—just like the cat. They hadn’t tried to get me to do anything. They wouldn’t even take water from me. And they’d somehow given me things—chickens and rabbits.

My head started to throb.

If this was Nua, now he was telling me to shed my mortal skin. He was saying I would be able to go into the forest if I did. So had Lonan been being truthful? Not trying to trick me? But why did his mother want me to be able to escape?

Was this all a game? One long con to give me hope that I could escape, and the moment I did they’d hunt me down in the forest for sport? I pictured a pack of those little grey puca clambering over the forest floor to get me. The death fae and his giant hound crashing through the trees, fangs snapping at my heels. The barking laughter of those fox fae from the party ringing in my ears as their sharp teeth and clawing fingers ripped at my skin.

I believed with my whole being that it would be something the Folk would do. Play with a mortal life so callously, for no reason other than their own entertainment.

I was a pawn in something, and I had no idea what. The thought was terrifying and infuriating, making my blood burn hotter again.

I stared down at the note as I clutched the wolf’s thick fur, not knowing who or what I was meant to believe.


Chapter Eighteen

“Thank the gods you’re still alive.”

I rolled my eyes at Caom’s dramatic tone after opening the door to him the next morning. He had his usual basket hanging from his arm, and his eyes held genuine relief when he looked me over.

“It was just dinner,” I said, walking into the living room as Caom shut the door.

“Still. I was half certain I’d hear in the village this morning that Prince Lonan had slit your throat for being insolent. He’s killed on her behalf for far less.”

My stomach clenched at the reminder that Lonan was the Carlin’s assassin. Somehow I could forget that too easily.

“I was perfectly polite,” I muttered, heading back into the kitchen where I’d been making tea when he knocked.

“How was it?” Caom asked as he set down the basket by the door. “Was it awful? Did you have to speak to her sons?”

I shrugged uncomfortably, going over to the table and quickly closing my notebook, stuffing it beneath the Novice Drachmsmith book. I didn’t want Caom to see that I was copying out the potions I wanted to try, for some reason. Even though he’d encouraged me to try potioncraft before.

“It was awkward. Tense,” I told him. “But nothing really happened.”

“Was the food good?”

I chuckled at that. “Yeah, and there was a lot of it. I’ll probably spend most of today napping to try and sleep it off.”

“Well, don’t get too comfortable.” Caom peered into the cauldron, sniffing the tea and wrinkling his nose. “You like this tea? It’s so earthy.”

I glanced over as I moved the quill and inkwell to the sideboard. “It’s nice. Why shouldn’t I get comfortable?”

“The game of favours.”

I made a face. “The what?”

Caom looked over at me, brows pinching. “The game of favours. Don’t you know?”

Unease slithered into my gut, stiffening my shoulders. “No.”

“Oh.” Caom cocked his head. “The Carlin called for it, so I just assumed she would have told you last night. You’re the guest of honour.”

I had no idea what he was talking about—no idea what a game of favours was. But I already knew that I didn’t want to be involved.

I shook my head, taking a step back as though that would help me. “I don’t want to play.”

Caom rolled his eyes. “You have to, Ash. The Carlin’s ordered us to hold it just for you. To help you get more involved with the Folk and our ways. So you can—”

“Shed my mortal skin,” I muttered. “I know.”

“It’s nothing to worry about, Ash.” Caom waved an elegant hand. “It’s just a silly game. An unseelie tradition.”

“What is it?” I asked, nervously twisting my fingers together.

“We all pair up for a battle of skill and wits, for the chance to win a favour from the other.”

I knew the Folk took their favours seriously. They loved their vows and promises, loved trapping mortals with them.

Which meant this could be very bad for me.

“Do you mean magical skill? Powers?” I asked. “I don’t have those. How am I supposed to win?”

Or was the point that I wouldn’t be able to?

“Well the hope is that it unlocks your powers,” Caom told me with a bright smile. “And anyway, there are parameters on the favours. No one wants to actually be indebted to another fae. They can’t be anything too strenuous or serious. Just silly little things.”

A silly little favour could mean something very different to the Folk than it could to a mortal. They were cold. Cruel. Unfeeling. They’d probably consider asking you to hurt someone or steal something a silly little favour.

I swallowed.

“Do I have to?” I asked, hating how quiet my voice came out.

Lonan’s words from the night before rang in my head. You feel trapped here. Powerless.

I did. I was. I was just a plaything to the Folk—to the Carlin. She could get me to do whatever she wanted. Throw me at the mercy of her subjects, who were just going to try and trick me and cheat me and make me feel like the stupid mortal.

“Yes,” Caom said firmly, driving the point home. “You do.”

Indignation flared, making my mouth flatten into a thin line. “And what will she do if I don’t?”

Caom fell quiet. “What?”

“What will the Carlin actually do if I refuse?”

He stared at me like he didn’t understand the question.

“She’ll send her son here to kill you.”

I snorted at that, because I believed it less and less. “I don’t think she will. She wants me for something, doesn’t she? So why would she get him to kill me?”

Caom shook his head, brows pinching. His words were slow and careful when he spoke.

“She wants you here because you’re one of the Folk. So you can shed your mortal skin and become one of us, truly. Not this… halfway place you inhabit now. Fitting in neither world.”

“Why? Why does she care?”

He shrugged helplessly.

“Because… she does. But that doesn’t mean you’re untouchable, Ash. If you disrespect her or defy her, she will send Prince Lonan here to kill you. Or hurt you.” His copper eyes were grim as he stared at me. “You don’t want that.”

I wanted to say that I didn’t think Lonan would hurt me, but I bit my tongue. He might have. He’d made it very clear after the dinner that all he cared about was carrying out his mother’s wishes. And that meant, if she wished for him to kill me, he’d do it.

“Fine,” I gritted out, because as much as I didn’t want to get involved, I wanted the Carlin to send Lonan here to hurt me even less.

Caom beamed, seemingly choosing to ignore how reluctant my voice was. “Wonderful! Shall we go?”

I stiffened. “Right now?”

He nodded.

“Yes. That’s why I came. To collect you.” He gestured at the basket. “And bring you some treats for later. Maybe you’ll win your match and can celebrate!”

I snorted as I followed him out of the cottage, nerves twisting my stomach. “There’s no way I’ll win.”

“You never know. You’re clever, and you do have power lurking somewhere inside you. It could come out during your match and surprise your opponent.”

I chewed on my lower lip at the thought of pairing up with one of the Folk and having to try and best them. I already felt like a rabbit about to stare down a wolf.

“How does it work? What am I supposed to do?”

“Try and win a favour from your opponent.”

When he didn’t say anymore, I huffed. “Yes, but how?”

He shrugged. “However you can. Magic. Skill. Words. Trick them or overpower them.”

I started feeling queasy. “I can’t overpower one of the Folk.”

“You never know,” he repeated brightly. “It’s fun, honestly. Meant to be taken lightly. The Carlin just wants you to feel at home. Get involved in our traditions.”

Stomach jittery with nerves, I asked, “How are people paired up?”

“Random. Don’t worry, it’s not rigged in any way.”

Oh god. What if I was paired up with the death fae in the wide-brimmed hat? Or one of the fox fae who looked sneaky and had been playing with cogged dice at the party? No way would they play fair.

My gut clenched into a tight knot.

What if Lonan took part, and I was paired with him?

“Is… Will the prince be playing?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Unfortunately,” Caom said grimly. “Like always, he’ll be the Carlin’s eyes and ears. Watching to make sure you take part. That you enjoy yourself.”

I almost snorted as that. As if she could force me to enjoy myself with the threat of her murderous son. I wondered what Lonan had told her after he’d gotten back to the palace last night. Whether he’d recounted the entire heated conversation, or just repeated my sarcastic words about having a lovely evening to appease her.

I supposed I’d find out soon.

Caom led me away from the village, towards a copse of birch trees surrounded by wide fields of long grass and tiny purple flowers. I could already see a group of Folk gathered. My gaze darted over them all quickly, trying to spot Lonan. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed that he wasn’t there.

“Ah, the halfling has arrived,” a fae with pale green skin taunted as we approached.

He had deep brown horns jutting in a circle around his head like a crown, and his nose was big and pointed. Thin, cruel lips tipped up into a smirk as he stared at me with solid brown eyes, long spindly fingers twirling in the air. White smoke curled in tiny tendrils from his palm before getting sucked back in.

“Are you excited, halfling?” he asked, and I wanted to snap at him not to call me that. “What an honour. A game of favours just for you.”

His tone was sneering. I bit the inside of my cheek to stop from snapping that I didn’t ask for this, and didn’t even want to do it.

“No need to be a prick, Delin.” Caom stepped closer to me, as if in solidarity. “Ash is willing to play.”

Idony was here, I realised. She was scowling at nothing. And Belial was too. He tore his gaze away from Caom for just a second to give me a nod.

Delin sneered and started to say something, but fell silent and straightened quickly. I knew why before he even spoke.

“Prince Lonan.” His tone was ingratiating now, almost snivelling. “So pleased you are joining us.”

“Begin.”

I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. He was such a brat. A bratty fae prince who was far too used to getting his own way with no argument. He’d probably been itching to pull his blade free and slit my throat when I’d argued back last night. When I hadn’t just meekly agreed with him, promising to do better at shedding my mortal skin.

Delin cleared his throat. “Of course.”

He twisted his fingers again, and the white smoke shaped itself into a narrow strip that the fae somehow managed to pinch between two spindly fingers.

“Caom,” he said, then the smoke vanished before reappearing, and he peered down at the new narrow strip that was somehow solid and incorporeal all at once. “With Idony.”

Caom shot me a rueful smile before walking over to Idony’s side. She nudged him and whispered something in his ear.

“Belial,” Delin was saying, and I glanced at the blue-skinned fae to see him reluctantly tearing his gaze away from Caom again, his expression disappointed. He’d probably wanted to be paired up with him.

He was paired with the gangly, twig-like man with swivelling eyes who I’d seen at the party, and they nodded at each other politely as they moved to stand together.

Delin carried on pulling names from thin air, pairing the waiting Folk off. When he cleared his throat and announced Prince Lonan, my stomach clenched up with fearful anticipation.

“Our Unseelie Prince Lonan will be paired with…” Delin plucked the second name out of the air and stared down at it.

The other fae seemed to lean in with bated breath, but Lonan himself couldn’t look less bothered. He lounged back against a slender, peeling birch tree, flipping a bone coloured dagger with a finely carved black handle end over end. My eyes glazed over as I watched, the smooth, fluid motions strangely hypnotic.

I faintly registered Delin snorting. I was too distracted to hear what he said, but Lonan’s fingers suddenly fumbled the dagger. It stabbed into the ground just inches from his boot.

My head jerked up to find them all staring at me, most faces twisted with spiteful glee. Caom was looking at me with wide, dismayed eyes.

Unease creeping up the back of my neck, I glanced around. “What?”

Although I already knew.

Delin had a faintly mocking smile on his lips. “You are paired with our prince. Fortune favours you this day, halfling.”

A confusing swirl of emotions unsettled my gut. Of course I was. For a moment, I wondered if the Carlin had somehow made sure I would be. Caom had said the pairs were picked at random, but what were the odds that I get paired up with her son—the one tasked with spying on me?

“Oh?” I risked a glance at Lonan. His cold, indifferent mask was still firmly in place. “Why’s that?”

“A favour from a son of the Carlin? A very rare gift.” Delin smirked at the fae beside him. “That is, if you can best him.”

Well, that wasn’t going to fucking happen. I said nothing. I didn’t move to Lonan’s side like the others had after being paired up, and he didn’t move either.

My fingers twisted in my shirt nervously as we waited for the rest of the Folk to be paired up. What was I supposed to do? How was I supposed to try and best Lonan? I didn’t even know the rules of this game. Before last night, I might have thought he’d try to help by at least explaining them to me, giving me a fair chance, but now I didn’t think he’d help at all. Not really help. Maybe try and trick me. Manipulate me.

So why was I still breathless with anticipation over interacting with him again?

When the last of the Folk were matched, Lonan stalked over, ignoring all the others as they gawked at us.

“Let’s get this over with.”

He parted his lips, and with long elegant fingers… reached into his mouth.

I made a face. “What are you—”

Before I could finish, he pulled something out from under his tongue as his other hand tugged a thin chain from his pocket. As he threaded the thing onto the chain, I finally caught a glimpse of it. A tiny black feather, wrought from metal or blackened bone.

“What is that?” I glanced around and noticed the other pairs had necklaces too, but the pendants didn’t look the same as Lonan’s.

“My favour.” His voice was flat and cold, but at least he’d answered me.

“And you… kept it in your mouth so you were ready?”

I saw the muscle twitch in his cheek. “Folk keep their favours under their tongues.”

He held up his hand, the chain dangling between two long fingers. My eyes snagged and held on that tiny black feather.

“This is a vow from me. A promise.”

Faster than I could track, he snatched the chain up into his fist, hiding that pendant. “Within reason.”

I remained silent as he fastened the chain round his neck. The feather nestled into the hollow of his pale throat. Once more I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Almost like I could… Like something was emanating from it, luring me in. A power that called to me. A power that rooted itself in words. In oaths and vows and promises.

A dark, soothing voice was whispering from somewhere as I stared at the pendant. Like a mosquito buzzing in my ear, but one I didn’t want to shoo away. I couldn’t hear the words, but I could feel them winding round me lovingly. Sliding over my skin. They were right there, whispering from the back of my mind. They were just out of reach—just like that tiny black feather.

The words… I wanted them. I wanted all of them. They were so close, but there was something blocking them, like some thin veil I needed to pierce, some barrier I needed to get through. But I could do it. I just needed to reach out and—

“Mortal!”

The sharply barked word snapped me out of my trance with a jerk. Blinking in the sudden bright sunlight dappling through the trees, I automatically took a step back and looked around. I tried to appear as though I hadn’t just fallen into some strange, hypnotic daze even as the slowly returning sounds of the other fae were making me want to wince. Everything was too loud and bright all of a sudden.

Lonan was staring at me intensely. “What is wrong with you?”

“Nothing.” I answered too quickly and he noticed. But before he could comment, I added, “What about mine?”

“What about your what?”

“My—my favour.” I twisted my fingers together. “I can’t… do that. What you just did.”

He paused, black eyes darting down to my throat and back up again.

“You’ll just have to give me your word.” His dark gaze bored into mine. “I trust you won’t break it.”

I gave him a sarcastic, not-quite grin, making him narrow his eyes at me.

“I won’t.” I paused. “But the favour will be within reason. Just like yours.”

I added the caveat because I knew there was no way I was going to win this. Part of me considered just telling Lonan he’d won the moment we started, so I didn’t embarrass myself even trying. But that felt… weak. Like giving up. And I was pretty sure he’d think less of me for it.

For some reason, I didn’t want that. I’d never be his equal, but I could at least try my best.

I stiffened my shoulders and stared at him. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter Nineteen

He led me in silence to a wide, empty field of tall grass with a monstrously huge oak tree towering in the centre of it. None of the other Folk followed, so I assumed each match took place away from all the others.

“We’ll do it here,” he said flatly, finally turning to face me. “Try and get the favour in whatever way you can.”

My eyes darted down to the tiny feather nestled in the hollow of his throat. “You mean… actually get it? Get the necklace.”

“Yes.”

My gut sank. I had no chance. I couldn’t manipulate him with words into giving it to me, and if I tried to use brute force, I was fairly certain he would overpower me in seconds. The Folk were freakishly strong, but Lonan was an assassin.

I exhaled, feeling my shoulders sag. “Okay.”

“Let’s begin, then.”

I blinked fast when Lonan… suddenly wasn’t there anymore. In his place was a curling tendril of black smoke that vanished after a second, and a crow burst from the air and flew away.

I stared after it, dumbfounded, my eyes bulging out of my head when the crow twisted in the air and Lonan suddenly reappeared, landing nimbly on the ground halfway across the field.

I heard him huff.

“You can’t just stand there,” he snapped, his voice faint.

I jumped when he shifted back into the crow, still unable to move as he flew back towards me with big, powerful flaps of black wings that gleamed in the sunlight.

Lonan… could turn into a crow.

Did that mean he could turn into other things?

I stared at him when he reappeared in front of me, my heart thudding hard against my ribs.

“Are… are you them?” I asked, barely able to breathe.

He froze, before his gaze narrowed suspiciously. “Am I who?”

I licked my lips, feeling nervous for voicing it out loud. What if I was wrong and he stalked the cottage, waiting for the cat or the wolf to show up so he could slaughter them?

“The… the cat and the wolf that visit me.”

Lonan huffed, lips pulling into a sneer. He gestured down at his long, lean frame. “Do I look like a cat or a wolf, mortal?”

My cheeks got hot. “No, but you just turned into a fucking crow.”

“So that must mean I turn into every wild animal that comes sniffing round your home, must it?”

Okay, I was being stupid. There was no way this arrogant prick was the sweet cat who curled up beside me on the bed, purring loudly, or the doting wolf who snuffled at my hair and rolled over for belly scratches constantly.

“Forget it,” I muttered, trying to will the blood to fade from my hot cheeks. “Are we doing this?”

There was a pause.

“Yes,” Lonan said stiffly. “Let’s get this over with. Are you actually going to do something this time?”

“Well how am I meant to do anything when you turn into a bird? Am I supposed to try and snatch you out of the air? Is the necklace even still there when you turn into it?”

“It’s not my job to tell you how to win, mortal.”

I wanted to groan in frustration. “But how do I even have a chance to win?”

“Figure it out.”

Anger churned, tightening my chest. I straightened up and glared at him. “Fine. I will. Do it, then.”

With a quirk of one finely shaped brow, he shifted back into the crow, and my cheeks got hot when I made a failed grab for him in the air. I didn’t try all that hard—even though I knew it was Lonan, I didn’t want to risk hurting him. I knew how easy it was for bird wings to get damaged.

I growled in frustration as I watched him lazily fly off, not even trying to look like he was worried I’d ever catch him.

“How is this fair?” I shouted after him. “You have magical powers and I don’t. Why am I being made to play this?”

I shoved my hair back from my face irritably and stalked forwards into the huge clearing, not wanting to just stand there like an idiot while Lonan soared through the sky as a crow.

“This is stupid,” I muttered.

I knew I was being a baby, but I hated being bested. Especially by insolent Folk prince brats who looked at me like I was a lower life form.

I looked around, taking in the long grass and little purple flowers peeking out between the blades. A light breeze carried the faint scent of lavender, and the sky marbled with pinks, blues and violets as the sun rose higher.

But I was too irritable to appreciate it.

I picked a long, feathered blade of grass and began to strip the pods from the end. “What’s even the point of this? And why do I have to do it?”

“Do you give up?”

My heart leapt into my throat at the sound of Lonan’s quiet, throaty voice directly behind me. I jumped, dropping the grass as I spun to face him.

“Jesus! Where did you even come from? I didn’t hear you.”

Lonan shrugged one shoulder, crossing his arms. “Too busy whining to yourself, maybe.”

I scowled. “I wasn’t whining.”

We looked at each other in silence for a few moments. Eventually, Lonan cleared his throat and gave another tiny, bored shrug, looking away like he couldn’t care less.

“So, are you going to try and take it? Or do you forfeit?”

My eyes automatically slid down to the black feather nestled in the hollow of his throat. My competitive spirit—the one dad said always got me in trouble when I was a kid—rose back up with a vengeance, and I shifted my body slightly, getting ready to pounce.

Lonan noticed, because his posture changed too—barely enough for me to really see how, but I knew he was ready for whatever I was about to do.

For a few seconds, neither of us moved. The breeze ruffled Lonan’s hair, making a long dark strand dance across his cheekbone. His black eyes narrowed as he watched me.

But the moment I lunged, black smoke curled up and a big black crow burst from the spot where he’d just been standing. A wing smacked me in the face as he flew across the clearing.

I growled in frustration.

“How am I supposed to even try and get it?” I shouted after him. “You know I don’t have any magic tricks!”

My temper getting the better of me, I stalked towards the massive oak tree in the centre of the field, trailing my hand over its trunk as I circled it. Then I stopped, feeling distinctly like this was all a game designed to embarrass me—to make me remember that I was less than the Folk.

I spun on my heel and stomped back in the direction we’d come from, intent on marching all the way back to my cottage.

“Forget this,” I called back, even though he was probably too far away to hear me now.

“Fine.”

Lonan’s low, husky voice from behind me made me jump out of my skin. I gritted my teeth, vowing one day to sneak up on him as I turned and found him lounging against the oak, one booted foot resting against the trunk and leanly muscular arms folded over his chest. Once again looking the picture of bored, brattish royalty.

I took a step towards him. “What?”

Lonan briefly met my eyes before looking away again. “I won’t use my powers. It’ll be a fair fight.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, mirroring his pose by crossing my arms. “How can I trust you?”

He shrugged one shoulder.

“I suppose you can’t. But if it means anything, I vow to you I won’t use my power. During the fight,” he tacked on.

I uncrossed my arms to clutch my hips. “So… I guess we physically fight for it?”

“The game is normally a battle of wits and magical skill, but against you… I suppose we will have to physically fight.”

I gritted my teeth. “It’s not my fault I don’t have magical powers.”

“You do, though.” Lonan finally straightened up from the tree, but his expression was still bored. “You just can’t be bothered to work out how to unlock them.”

“Look, are we doing this or what?” I could not be bothered to go into that again. “Any rules?”

He shot me a flat look. “Like what?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Guess I assumed you’d tell me to not touch your face or something.”

He sneered at me. “Not all of us are so concerned with staying pretty, mortal boy.”

I sneered right back. “Think you’re so pretty, do you?”

His cheeks flushed, nostrils flaring with irritation, and I felt a tiny stab of satisfaction. I probably wasn’t going to win this, but at least I had that tiny victory.

Despite establishing our ground rules—or lack of them—neither of us moved at first. Like we were both hesitant to actually start. If we were physically fighting for it, that meant we’d… have to touch. Get close.

My cheeks got hot, but I stiffened my shoulders and got ready. I’d make a concerted effort. I’d try my best. I wouldn’t win, but at least I’d walk away knowing I’d tried.

I lunged at Lonan.

I saw his eyes flare a split second before his arms came up to fend off the worst of the collision. I had absolutely no strategy, no idea what I was doing. I made a fumbled grab for the chain round his neck, curling my fingers and pulling—hard.

Lonan made a choking sound and got yanked forwards with the chain, stumbling into me and toppling us both back onto the ground. The air wheezed out of me when he landed on top of me, but he was already scrabbling to grab onto my wrists.

“Why did you do that?” His teeth were clenched hard, face flushed.

“I didn’t—” I grunted when he shoved at my chest, trying to get up, but I wasn’t letting go of that chain. “I was trying to get it! I thought the—”

I winced when Lonan yanked on my arm, trying to dislodge me.

“I thought the chain would break!”

“The chain won’t break, you idiot!” Lonan dug his fingers into my wrist and pulled until it felt like my hand was going to pop off. Damn, he was strong. “Let—go!”

Okay, my current strategy of clinging onto the chain wasn’t going to work. I squirmed until my legs were free, then wrapped them tight around Lonan. The move must have surprised him, because I heard his breath catch and he hesitated. That precious split-second of stillness was all I needed. With a grunt, I heaved his body to the side and rolled with him until I was straddling his hips—still clutching that damn chain.

Lonan landed on his back with a grunt, black eyes widening briefly when he realised the tables had turned. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, but when he felt the drag of metal against his neck as I spun the chain so the clasp was at the front, his hands came up to shove at me.

“Ah!” Long fingers palmed my face and shoved at my cheek, pushing my head back.

Gripping the chain with one hand so tight it had to be cutting into the back of Lonan’s neck, I reached blindly with my free hand for his wrists. Managing to snag them both, I forced his arms over his head and pinned him down.

Lonan sputtered, and I barely suppressed a snicker. I would have bet that he’d never been pinned down before in his life. But now that his hands were out of commission, I was able to inspect the clasp on the chain.

Lonan bucked, trying to shake me off, but I dug my knees into his sides and shot him a scowl. “Stop squirming.”

“Get off me!”

I ignored him and fumbled with the clasp, but my fingers were too clumsy to undo it with one hand.

“Damn it,” I muttered, leaning closer to peer at the clasp.

I heard Lonan’s breath catch, his whole body stiffening beneath me.

“Get off me,” he repeated, but this time his voice was quieter—and far more ominous.

“Just let me get this—”

“Get—off—me!” Lonan bucked hard and strained his arms, the tendons in his neck bulging.

“Fuck!” I shoved his wrists back into the ground. “I nearly—”

He heaved his body up with a grunt, nearly dislodging me. If he kept this up, he’d topple me over. But I needed both hands to undo the clasp, and suddenly getting that damn feather was very important to me.

Finally uncurling my fingers from the chain, I reached up and grabbed a wrist in each hand, dragging his arms down a little as I shuffled on my knees higher up his body.

“What are you doing?” Lonan sounded horrified, and it took me a second to realise this could look very bad.

“Relax, I’m just—” I pinned his biceps to the ground with my knees—a dirty trick, but it freed up both my hands.

Lonan winced and I almost apologised. Instead, I quickly fumbled with the clasp on the chain. Lonan was breathing hard, his elegant features twisted into a mask of fury. After a second, he turned his face away and squeezed his eyes shut.

“Hurry up and get on with it, then.”

I glanced at his face for only a second before focusing back on the clasp. After a few moments, I felt it separate beneath my fingers.

“Yes!” Clutching the warm metal, I sprung to my feet. “Got it.”

Lonan sat up quickly, drawing his legs up to rest his forearms on his knees.

“Congratulations.”

His voice was flat, but a flush coloured his high cheekbones. I bet he’d never been bested in a fight before.

Pocketing the chain and feather, I looked down at him. I felt my own cheeks heat as I realised a few seconds ago I’d basically had my crotch in the unseelie prince’s face while I pinned him to the ground.

Clearing my throat, I reached up and nervously scrubbed a hand through my hair. “Um, good fight.”

When Lonan didn’t respond, looking down at his hands, I hesitated before reaching out to help him to his feet. At the movement, Lonan’s head jerked up. He looked at my outstretched hand before our eyes met.

Something flashed through his, too quickly for me to see, before he scowled and vanished in a tendril of inky smoke. A second later, a crow exploded from the ground and disappeared past the tree.

Exhaling a long breath, I wiped a hand down my face and turned to head back home alone, the tiny feather somehow a conspicuous weight in my pocket.


Chapter Twenty

I was flushed with triumph as I made my way back to the copse of birch trees, especially when Caom hurried up to me and whooped after spotting the tiny black feather nestled against the hollow of my throat. I’d put the necklace on as I walked back, not wanting to risk it falling out of my pocket.

“You sly bastard.” He thumped my shoulder, making me grin. “How on earth did you best the assassin prince?”

I just shrugged as the other Folk present stared at me with narrow eyes.

“Well, this requires a true celebration.” Caom flung his arm over my shoulders and led me away. “Come to the village tonight for a drink at the tavern.”

I opened my mouth to automatically say no, but stopped myself.

Why shouldn’t I? I’d actually won, fair and square. No manipulation or tricks—unless I counted pinning Lonan’s biceps with my knees, which was a move I’d learned in childish fights at school. I was feeling a bit more confident that I could handle the Folk—that I could manoeuvre my way round their sly words and veiled insults.

“Okay,” I said, smiling over at Caom. “I’ll come.”

“What—really?” He squeezed my shoulder. “That’s wonderful, Ash! Maybe some decent fae wine will shed off your mortal skin—I know you didn’t touch any at the party.”

Unease flared. It was one thing to go into the village and mingle among the Folk. It was another to drink around them.

“I don’t think I’ll have any wine,” I said hesitantly. “But I’ll still come. For a little while.”

“Just a sip,” Caom insisted. “You’ve never had anything like it. Idony was right—the stuff I gave you when you first arrived wasn’t the best. What her sister makes is out of this world. If anything will make you shed your mortal skin, that should surely do it.”

He chuckled, but his words made me frown. If I truly was half fae—if I truly could somehow shed my mortal skin, and that meant I could break the Carlin’s hold keeping me here—then maybe I should try. Even if I didn’t truly believe it would work. After winning against Lonan, I felt just a little more in control. Of my life, of what could happen to me here.

“Okay,” I said. “Maybe just a sip.”
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I was trying very hard to enjoy myself, because deep down, I knew I couldn’t just hide away forever in my cottage. The Carlin wouldn’t let me.

Deeper down, where it hurt to think about, I knew I was going to be stuck here forever. The kelpie never showed his face in any of the lakes on unseelie land. I’d had a sip of Idony’s sister’s wine—not just a sip, I’d had a cup before switching to water—and it had done nothing.

For a brief, stupid moment, I’d thought it could work. Caom had put the cup in front of me after we’d found a table outside the tavern, and I’d stared into it, at the shimmering red liquid with its silver sheen.

I’d read in books as a kid that fae wine and food was supposed to be like ambrosia to mortals. That was why it was so dangerous. You got addicted, and then everything else tasted like ash once you’d tried it.

But it hadn’t tasted like that to me. I’d had a sip, Caom watching closely, and it had just tasted like sweet red wine. Cloyingly sweet. I’d forced myself not to wince as I licked my lips, smiling hesitantly at him and setting down the cup.

He’d sighed in disappointment, but quickly grown distracted when Idony thumped down into the chair beside him and informed him that she was cashing in on her favour. She’d won their match, and she was making him buy all her drinks for the night.

Belial and a few others had joined us soon after, and now I was sat at a table of raucous drunk Folk, trying very hard to feel like I could ever fit in.

I took a sip of water from my cup, eyes drifting over to the windows. I was glad we were sitting outside, because it looked like chaos within the tavern. Folk danced drunkenly between tables, shrieking and laughing hysterically when they crashed into others and spilled their drinks.

A huge, troll-like creature took up an entire table to himself in the corner, scowling at anyone who got close and yanking his gigantic tankard closer with a massive, meaty fist to protect it from being knocked over.

The group of fox fae were in there, playing darts and trying to draw others into games that were no doubt rigged. Two of the willowy, black-haired women I’d seen in the trooping procession that had stolen me from my home stumbled out onto the street, singing in sweet, dulcet tones despite almost falling over drunk.

“So, you sly half-mortal.” Caom slapped me on the back, making me jump and drawing my attention back to the table. “You never told me how you bested the prince.”

I shrugged uncomfortably, glancing around, grateful when I realised no one else was listening. Idony was gazing adoringly at Belial, who was deep in conversation with the tall, goat-faced woman beside him.

I cleared my throat, but rather than tell him, I said, “You never told me he can turn into a crow.”

“Oh.” Caom paused, then shrugged. “Had I not mentioned that? Sorry. I didn’t think. It’s not exactly a secret.”

Licking my lips, I fiddled with my cup of water, spinning it slowly on the wooden tabletop. “Can he… can he change into anything else?”

He’d said he wasn’t the cat or the wolf, but I couldn’t remember his exact words now. Had he outright denied it? Or twisted the truth so he wouldn’t have to?

Even though I didn’t understand why he would be the cat or the wolf. Why would he have wanted to spend his days and evenings with me?

Caom made a face and shook his head. I didn’t know whether I was relieved or disappointed, so I tried hard to ignore the fluttering feeling in my belly.

“Spiritsmiths can usually only change into one other form,” he told me.

“Spiritsmiths?”

He nodded. “Shapeshifters. It takes years to learn how to change into another form. Honestly, it’s almost unheard of that Lonan mastered his other form at such a young age. But then I suppose he is the Carlin’s hellspawn.”

I nodded absently, chewing on my lip.

So the cat and the wolf weren’t Lonan. Now that I really thought about it, I was just relieved. That cat had seen me naked, and the wolf had seen me cry. I didn’t think I’d be able to stand knowing the cold assassin prince had witnessed me at my most vulnerable.

But… could the cat and the wolf be other spiritsmiths? Other Folk who could change form? Something was telling me no. I was convinced they were one and the same. Could animals be spiritsmiths? If so, I wondered which one was their natural form—the cat or the wolf.

“So, go on.” Caom nudged me with his elbow. “How did you win?”

I cleared my throat. “We fought for it.”

“Well, yes. But how?”

“No, I mean we physically fought for it.”

He cocked a blond brow at me, then huffed and picked up his wine. “He let you win, then.”

“What?” I stared at him. “No he didn’t. It was a fair fight.”

Caom snorted, shooting me a look from beneath his lashes as he raised his cup to his lips.

“Ash, Lonan is fae. Not just fae—High Fae. And not just High Fae—he’s an assassin.”

My gut sank as I stared at him in silence. When he put it like that… it did sound unbelievable. Ridiculous that I could ever beat him—even match him—when it came to physical strength.

Why had he let me win?

Embarrassed anger made my cheeks get hot, and I snatched up my water and gulped some down.

“Why would he let me win?” I demanded, even though Caom wouldn’t have the answer.

Was it just another way to laugh at me—to trick me? Let the mortal think he could ever possibly beat a fae prince in any kind of competition or fight.

I wanted to find Lonan right now and demand we do it again.

“Maybe he’d been ordered to by the Carlin, in the hope that it would trigger you to shed your—”

“Yeah, maybe,” I interrupted wearily, not wanting to get into that again. “But that’s bullshit. I wanted a fair fight. I wouldn’t have cared if I’d lost. I’d been expecting to.”

“Well…” Caom shrugged timidly, tracing the rim of his cup. “At least you have a favour from the unseelie prince now. That’s something, isn’t it? What do you think you’ll use it for?”

I didn’t want to use it. I didn’t want any favours from Lonan. I wanted to rip the necklace off my throat, find him and fling it at his perfect face.

“I don’t know,” I answered Caom shortly, then forced my face to unclench from its irritated frown as I looked up at him. “I’ve had fun, but I think I’m ready to go home now. Tha—I appreciate the invitation.”

“Oh.” Caom’s face fell, and he looked around the table, which was littered with empty cups. “Alright. I’ll walk you back—”

“I’ll take him.”

The cold, husky voice made me clench up, shoulders hunching up to my ears. Everyone at the table had fallen silent, and even the normally scowling Idony was looking anywhere but at the looming prince behind me. Only Belial looked unfazed, nodding once at Lonan before taking a sip of his drink.

Caom’s throat bobbed. “That’s very kind of you, Prince Lonan, but I don’t mind—”

“It’s fine.” I shoved out of my seat, hoping it would slam into Lonan’s legs. It didn’t.

Caom stared up at me with wide eyes. “Ash—”

“Really.” I forced myself to smile down at him, then finally turned to glare at Lonan. “What an honour. To be walked home by the unseelie prince. Or does this count as my favour?”

He narrowed his eyes at me, but stiffly said, “No.”

“Oh, well, lucky me. I just get the pleasure of your company.”

I nodded at the silent table of Folk. None of them moved, and I could feel their eyes on our backs as we walked away from the tavern.

Neither of us spoke as we made our way down the street to the end of the village, where the tents and stalls had been set up for my welcome party when I’d first gotten here. I was seething with anger, but I forced myself to remain quiet until we were well clear of the village.

“Did you let me win?” I bit out once we were walking across the grass in the dark towards the cottage.

I felt Lonan’s eyes shift to my face, but he didn’t say anything at first.

“You pinned me down,” he eventually said, unable to hide the irritation and disdain in his voice. As if I’d used a dirty trick to beat him, which was laughable, because that was all the Folk did.

Still, my cheeks flushed as I said, “I didn’t—I wasn’t trying to hurt you. It was just the only way to stop you squirming.”

“I wasn’t squirming,” he snapped immediately, then exhaled and said in his usual flat tone, “You won. Does it matter how?”

“Yes,” I blurted. “I don’t want to be pitied. Or patronised.”

Especially by you. I didn’t say it, but the thought settled in my gut with perfect, terrifying clarity.

After a long silence, Lonan quietly said, “I don’t pity you. And I wasn’t trying to patronise you.”

I resisted the urge to twist my shirt between my hands. “You still could have easily thrown me off, though. You’re stronger than me. Why didn’t you?”

I sensed Lonan struggling to think of an answer for a long moment. In the end he huffed, and his tone was cold and bored when he finally spoke.

“Are all mortals so thin-skinned? Take the win and stop whining about it.”

Anger flared. “I’m not whining. I wanted a fair fight. What’s so wrong with that?”

Before he could answer I spun to face him, hands clenching into fists at my sides.

“Let’s do it again. Now. Fairly.”

Lonan stopped dead, staring at me. “What?”

“Let’s go again. A fair fight. Don’t just let me win.”

He huffed and looked away from me, crossing his arms over his chest. “No.”

“Why not?” I stepped closer, glaring at him. “You know you’ll win. You’ll win your favour back. You won’t have to worry about me using it. But at least it will be fair.”

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered, striding forwards, not bothering to look back to see if I’d follow because the fae prince just assumed I would.

And I did. It galled me, but I stomped after him.

“Come on.” I tried to goad him. “It’ll be fun. Scrap with the weak mortal.”

“It will not be fun.”

I went hot all over, staring at the back of his head. I tried a different tactic.

“You need to loosen up, Lonan.”

He stiffened, coming to a halt and turning to shoot daggers at me.

“I do.”

“Oh yeah?” I leaned against the tree we’d been passing and reached up to grab a thin branch, pulling it down towards me. “Like how?”

Lonan silently watched me strip the small leaves from the branch. “What?”

“What do you do to loosen up?” I smirked at him.

In the faint light, I could have sworn I saw his cheeks flush. “None of your business.”

“Does that mean it’s embarrassing?” I asked in a mock-understanding voice.

Lonan straightened up, taking a threatening step closer. “No, it means it’s none of your business.”

“So you don’t find fighting fun? I thought you killed people. I thought that was all you did. Kill whoever your mother orders you to.”

The muscle ticked in his jaw. I didn’t even know why I was goading him this much. I didn’t like fighting. I didn’t want to fight him—he’d surely hurt me even if he still pulled his punches. But I was angry and embarrassed at the thought of being tricked. Being laughed at behind my back. Especially by him.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he gritted out, hands clenching into fists.

“I do.” I gave him a falsely sweet smile. “I’ve heard all about you. The assassin son who hates everyone. Who skulks about, murdering unsuspecting Folk for his mother.”

“You are an idiot if you believe a word from any of their mouths. Even your precious gancanagh.”

My brows shot up at that, but heat spread up my throat as I let the branch slip free and spring back up. “Don’t call me that.”

“Don’t act like one then.”

“I don’t believe them,” I blurted before I could stop myself, hating the fact that I desperately wanted him to know that I wasn’t totally stupid and gullible. “I don’t believe anyone. Not even Caom. I don’t trust any of you.”

“So you’re not a total idiot then,” he said flatly. Rage flared.

“Stop calling me that,” I gritted out.

“Stop being one then.” Lonan sounded just as furious as I felt. “Start paying attention. Start thinking instead of just going through the motions. You’re here for a reason, but you haven’t even bothered to start thinking about what that reason is.”

Where had that come from? A distant part of my brain registered his words and realised he was right, but I was too angry to care.

“Maybe I could start if you didn’t all talk in fucking riddles all the time! Or try and trick me. Or try and get something from me.” I reached up and yanked the chain out from beneath my shirt. “And I have this now. Your favour. Maybe I’ll just make you tell me everything.”

Lonan’s eyes narrowed, jaw clenching so hard the muscle jumped in his cheek. “Do it then. Try it. Take the coward’s way out. But it won’t work. And you will waste your favour.”

“I’m not a fucking coward.”

“Hiding away in your cottage. Already going through the motions. Not even trying to shed your mortal skin.”

“How do you know I haven’t been trying?” I burst out. “Do you watch me all the time? Do you sit there and spy on me in the cottage all fucking day and night?”

He was breathing hard as he stared at me, black eyes wild.

“Do you want to fuck the kelpie?” The accusation exploded from him. “Is that why you keep visiting the lakes?”

“What?” I blinked at him. “What’s that got—No. I don’t.”

“What about the gancanagh?” he bit out. “He only visits you because he wants to worm his way into your bed. Are you going to let him?”

“What the fuck?” I was sorely tempted to shove him and start an actual fight. “Not that it’s any of your fucking business, but no. Why do you care?”

“I d—” His voice cut off abruptly, and I saw his nostrils flare with fury at being exposed by his inability to lie. His cheeks flushed with faint colour.

He couldn’t say that he didn’t care. Because he clearly did.

Something cold and calculating sparked inside me. Something that felt too similar to how the Folk acted when they were trying to get what they wanted.

If he cared whether I fucked someone, that meant something. And I wanted to make him feel even just a hint of the confusing, overwhelming disappointment I’d experienced at the thought of him being a sly, manipulative bastard just like the rest of them.

I wanted to claw back a tiny bit of power. Of control. I wanted it to sting.

“I haven’t fucked the gancanagh yet,” I forced myself to say, my voice raspy, even though the thought of touching Caom like that was entirely unappealing. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t. Or someone else. Plenty of Folk like fucking mortals, don’t they? I’m sure I could find someone.”

His nostrils flared again as he tried very hard to control his emotions, to wipe his face clean of them.

“You don’t like the thought of it?” I shot him a smirk. “Why would that stop me? If I’m stuck here because of your mother, it’s only a matter of time before I fuck someone. Isn’t it?”

Lonan’s long fingers curled into fists, but he stayed silent. And he didn’t leave, even though he could have. He just stood there, like he wanted to torture himself by hearing me say this when he clearly hated it.

“So why not the kelpie?” I continued. “If he ever shows up, I’ll ask him. See if he’s game. I can’t wait.”

“Liar,” he blurted out. “Don’t lie to me.”

“That infuriates you, doesn’t it?” I grinned at him, wide and toothy and almost rabid. “That you can never tell if I’m lying or not. That you can never trust anything I say. Well that’s how I feel all the time.”

This wasn’t fun anymore, taunting him, but I couldn’t stop talking. The words poured out of me.

“I never feel safe. I never feel like I can say anything without worrying about how my words might be twisted. I don’t know who I can believe, or if I can believe anyone at all. I thought you were trying to help, but you weren’t.” I was breathing too hard, my face hot. “You’re just trying to get me to do what your mother wants me to. I don’t have anyone here I can trust.”

I forced myself to take a breath, trying to calm down. Trying not to expose so much of what lurked under my skin constantly. The fear and unease and loneliness. All things the Folk would prey on, would use for their own gain.

“So yeah. Sure. If I find someone I want to fuck, I’ll fuck them. Might as well get something good out of this, right? And if I’m fucking a fae, I don’t have to worry about what one of us might say. I can make sure our mouths stay busy.”

In a sudden blur of movement, Lonan shot towards me, and my body tensed up in anticipation of a punch to my face or a sharp blade cutting through my throat.

But he didn’t hurt me. He grabbed my face and pulled me closer and then… and then his lips crashed into mine, and he was kissing me.

I made a shocked sound, muffled against his mouth. But as warmth poured through my limbs, I tentatively grabbed the back of his neck, sifting my fingers through his silky hair, and kissed him back. My gut tightened with an overwhelming rush of want.

Lonan sucked in a shaky breath against my lips, his fingers tightening on my face as his tongue brushed my top lip. Lust rippled through me, getting stronger as our tongues met in a hot, wet slide and Lonan made a rough sound into my mouth.

He tasted so good. Cold and smoky, like the air that creeps for miles after a bonfire on a winter night. The kind of scent that made you yearn for something when it hit your senses, but you had no idea what.

His lips were cool but his tongue so warm as it stroked mine. I kissed him harder, moaning into his mouth as he pushed me back. I grunted when my back hit the tree trunk, but then Lonan’s lean, hard body was plastered to my front and his tongue was surging back into my mouth, and I forgot everything else.

It was like a battle. A duel between lips and tongue and teeth. My hands left his hair to travel down and grab his hips, pulling him even closer. Lonan’s shaky moan vibrated against my mouth, making me shudder with pleasure as my cock stiffened painfully fast.

Lonan must have felt it, because another rough moan ripped from his throat. He sucked on my tongue, making me twitch inside my trousers as I imagined that suction somewhere else. When he pressed his hips closer, I felt answering hardness rub against mine and I groaned against his mouth.

What were we doing? How was this happening? I thought Lonan despised me, but he was kissing me with almost aching desperation. How did we even get to this point? I couldn’t remember anything of our argument before, my body and brain solely focused on the addictive pleasure of his mouth.

When he tore his mouth free and dropped to his knees, hands trailing down my front, I sucked in a sharp breath. I stared down as Lonan frantically unlaced my trousers, tugging them down until he could ease out my unbending cock with long fingers.

“Fuck—” I cut off with a choked gasp when he sucked my cockhead into his hot mouth.

His mouth was clumsy but exhilaratingly eager as he sucked me deeper, tongue tracing a vein before winding round the head. He moaned low around me, lean cheeks hollowing, black eyes hidden by his long lashes and brows pinched with desperation.

Jesus Christ, was this really happening?

Tentatively, I reached down and threaded my trembling fingers through his long hair. Lonan moaned again hoarsely and sucked harder, his head starting to bob.

“Oh fuck,” I breathed, legs turning to jelly as pleasure rushed up my thighs and the length of my cock. Pre-cum pulsed from the tip, and Lonan licked frantically to lap it up. When the tip of his tongue dipped into the tiny slit for more, my knees almost buckled.

Lonan’s fingers dug hard into my hips before he moved a hand to wrap it round the base of my shaft, fisting me in time with his ardently bobbing head. Wet slurping sounds filled the still night air, making my balls tingle and tighten.

Jesus, he was sucking my cock like he’d been dying to do it. His sheer enthusiasm was forcing the orgasm up too fast, making me pant as my head tipped back against the tree behind me. I let out a choked groan, my hips bucking when he sucked all the way up my length to give the head a wet, tonguing kiss. He moaned raggedly, sucking harder until my cock jerked and gave up another small gush of pre-cum. His moan turned guttural, and he plunged his mouth back down my length.

“Oh fuck.” I clenched my teeth, chest heaving as I stared down at the unseelie assassin prince on his knees in front of me, sucking my cock like he’d never wanted anything in his mouth more.

Big black eyes turned up, meeting my gaze briefly, and that was all it took.

“Fuck,” I hissed, holding his head steady as my hips bucked, my cock swelling even harder in his mouth.

A long, low groan left me when I started to come, spurting round after round onto Lonan’s waiting tongue. He moaned and sucked harder, hand squeezing the base before dropping to cup my balls, making me jerk with a gasp. As my orgasm finally started to ease, I felt Lonan’s hands trembling against me. He moaned again, sharper, more desperate, his mouth finally going slack around me.

My weakly pulsing cock slipped free as his body jerked and he buried his face against the nest of hair at the base of my length. His fingertips dug into my thighs too hard, his own hips bucking where he knelt on the ground. He was coming, I knew without a doubt, and the thought made me groan again as my cock let out one last weak spurt, which thankfully missed his hair.

We were both panting, our breaths trembling as the frenzy faded. My fingers were still buried in Lonan’s hair. Tentatively I shifted them, stroking his scalp. He let out a low sigh and turned his head, brushing his lips over my slowly softening shaft. I shuddered when he started kissing down the length, gritting my teeth from the sharp pleasure-pain as his tongue emerged and curled around the sensitive head to lick up the cum clinging to it.

Oh my god. I had no idea how or why that had just happened, and I had absolutely no idea what I was supposed to say now.

Lonan seemed to feel the same, because he suddenly stiffened from where he’d been nuzzling the thatch of hair at the base of my cock. His hands slowly slid off my hips as he leaned back, chest rising fast. He stared at my softening cock, fingers twitching on his thighs.

I swallowed around my dry throat. “Lonan—”

Faster than I could blink, he shot to his feet and vanished, a black crow soaring up into the sky and away.


Chapter Twenty-One

I didn’t see Lonan for weeks after that.

I knew he still had to be watching me for his mother, but he didn’t appear at the cottage with any messages or show up when I went into the village—which I was doing far more often.

I admitted only to myself that I was going there in the hope that he would offer to walk me home again. That we would… I didn’t even really know what I wanted. I still didn’t know if I trusted him at all.

What had he done to prove I could? Suck my cock? He didn’t need to be trustworthy to suck my cock. Doing it could have just been another way to manipulate me, even though it… hadn’t felt like it.

It had felt like he was desperate to do it. Like getting his mouth and hands on me had been the only thing he’d wanted in that moment. Like the desire was something he’d been bottling up inside him and it had been straining to burst free. Like the moment he kissed me, he’d been helpless to stop.

The dichotomy of him was so frustrating. The cold, aloof unseelie prince who acted like he couldn’t stand to be around me, and the needy, trembling creature who had dropped to his knees and practically worshipped my body.

He’d come, just from sucking me off, without even touching himself. I’d enjoyed myself at uni and had a fair few casual partners, but that hadn’t happened with any of them. No one had ever wanted me that much.

Did Lonan… want me that much?

It felt too unbelievable.

I twisted the tiny feather pendant at the hollow of my throat as I gazed unseeing at the book in my lap. I was sitting at the back of the cottage, close to the herb garden so I could breathe in their fragrant scents mingling in the air.

The cat was curled up beside me, napping in a patch of weak afternoon sun. He still came most days, and the wolf still came every night. The blackbird appeared every morning, spying on me for the Carlin, never staying for long before it flew off back towards the court.

I wondered if it told her that I was clearly obsessed with potioncraft. I’d read and reread several of Briordan’s books on the subject, carefully copying down the recipes I was interested in trying into my notebook.

I was nervous, but finally felt ready to try a potion. I had one picked out—one that seemed harmless. It was from the Beginner brews section of the Novice Drachmsmith book, and didn’t require me to ingest anything, which was a plus in my opinion. I didn’t particularly want to be my own guinea pig.

Blend to stimulate rapid plant growth for ingredients needed in a hurry. It didn’t tell me much other than that, but I planned on watering half of my fragile little plants with the potion to see if it worked. At least I’d still have half of them left if it didn’t and I ended up killing them all. If that happened, I’d buy more seeds. I’d try again. I was determined to do this.

As I’d been going into the village more, I’d carefully studied the prices and values of things for sale and quickly realised that the bag of coins Lonan had given me contained a huge sum of money. More than I could ever spend on the things I wanted to buy, which wasn’t much. I bought more of the aniseed tea when it was running low. Fresh fruit and vegetables. Soap and oil to drip into my bath, so my skin didn’t get too dry.

The most expensive thing I’d spotted was a big, unwieldy tome of Advanced Drachmsmith Recipes in the bookshop in the village. It had a blood red cover with copper trim, and tiny stones inlaid in the corners.

I stared at it every time I went past the bookshop, something pulling at my gut and urging me to go in and buy it. I had the money. More than enough, even though it was hideously expensive.

But I never did. Maybe I was as thin-skinned as Lonan had sneered at me for being that night after the game of favours, because fear of being laughed at for being the stupid mortal who was playing pretend with fae magic was what stopped me from buying the book.

The last time I’d visited the bookshop, I’d bought a cookery book instead. I wanted to try making my own tea blends and it had a section on those. I also really wanted to try making bread—something I hadn’t done since I’d messily helped Mags knead dough when I was little. I could still remember the faint scent of lavender and garlic and yeast that had clung to her apron as she stood behind me, her fingers overlapping my small ones as she showed me how to do it.

The pain of losing them was still there. Still unbearable when I thought about them for too long. A few nights when I’d felt unbearably lonely and worn down, I’d cried as I sat beside the wolf. He always tried to comfort me, licking away my tears, rubbing his snout into my throat. It helped.

The scab on my neck from the Carlin’s fingernail was obviously long gone, but that tiny patch of skin still felt cold. Like she’d slipped a miniscule ice cube that never melted into the cut when she’d made it, and it was sitting there under my skin like a tracker. Like I was a pet dog she had microchipped so she could keep an eye on me and make sure I didn’t wander off.

I needed to work up the courage to buy that Advanced Drachmsmith book. I knew I did. There could have been something in there that would help me get rid of whatever the Carlin had done when she’d cut me. Whatever was keeping me here, stopping me from going into the forest.

I’d had only one other note from Nua in the weeks that had passed since mine and Lonan’s furtive encounter in the dark. It was stuffed under my mattress with the others.

Ash,

Stop going into the village. It’s not safe. You must shed your mortal skin, but you must do it here, away from their eyes. The prince watches you, waiting to see if it will happen. Stay away from them all. Keep to yourself.

Stay in the cottage. Shed your mortal skin. Come into the forest. We will be waiting.

N

It had just made me angry. I was finally settling here, the crushing loneliness and ache of grief lessening. I was finally feeling a little more in control, a little less scared of the Folk, and I was being told I couldn’t? I was supposed to just sit in the cottage and wait for my mortal skin to shed alone?

I understood why he was saying it. I didn’t know why the Carlin wanted me to shed my mortal skin, and if it happened when I was in the village, nearer to her, it would be more dangerous. If I did it here, away from Folk eyes, I would have a chance to get away.

But it wasn’t happening. I still had no idea how I was supposed to do it. Nua didn’t tell me that. Telling me over and over again to shed my mortal skin wasn’t going to magically make me figure out how. And I would lose my mind if I just stayed hidden away here, on the edge of unseelie land all alone. Was Nua telling me I couldn’t even go to the village to buy things? Make my life a little more comfortable? Try and find some happiness in this situation I had been forced into?

I didn’t even know if I could trust Nua, any more than I could trust anyone else. I had no idea what he was gaining from leaving me these notes and telling me to shed my mortal skin. He was Folk, just like the rest of them. The Folk were selfish and conniving. They didn’t do things out of the kindness of their hearts—especially not the unseelie, and I had no idea what Nua was. I was fairly certain that all the Folk who had visited me as a child had been unseelie, which meant he likely was too, even if he didn’t live on the Carlin’s land. Odran didn’t either, and I knew he was unseelie.

The constant, gnawing knowledge that I couldn’t trust anyone was becoming unbearable. Nua had told me not to trust the cat and the wolf, but they asked nothing of me except companionship. It would gut me if they stopped visiting. If I was really, truly alone here.

Caom was my friend, but I didn’t trust him. I still remembered how he’d acted when I’d woken up in the cart after being taken. All he’d been concerned about was trying to fuck me, even though I’d been terrified and confused and had just been fucking poisoned and kidnapped. He was nice to me now, and he didn’t try it on with me, but I knew he was as selfish as the rest of them.

I remembered Lonan’s words that night after the game of favours. That Caom was only my friend because he hoped I’d eventually sleep with him. For some reason, I believed him, even if he had been saying it to try and make me feel small and powerless. To try and wear me down, reminding me that I was utterly alone.

A knock at the door round the front of the cottage made me jump, jerking me out of my melancholy thoughts. The cat lifted his head and gave me a look, then got up and stretched languidly before nimbly jumping through the open window to the kitchen.

“Ash?” Caom’s voice rang out as he knocked again. “Are you home?”

I gathered up my book and went round to meet him. He beamed when he spotted me, looking friendly and happy to see me. I wished I could trust him, just so I had someone here I could talk to who could actually talk back. But I didn’t.

“Been reading in the sun? That’s lovely.” He held up the basket. “I brought treats.”

“Great.” It still felt rude to never thank anyone, but the urge to say it was lessening. “Come in.”

As he wandered into the kitchen with his basket, I quickly put the book and my notebook in my nightstand so he wouldn’t go nosing through it. The cat usually hid under the bed when he was here, but I didn’t bend down to look just in case Caom peered in and asked what I was doing. When I joined him, he was at the kitchen table, pulling the cloth off his basket and revealing the honey cakes he’d brought.

I forced myself to smile, even though I didn’t really like them. They were too sweet. All fae food was too sweet. The wine, the cakes. Even the fruit tasted sweeter here, like it was almost at the point of rotting even when it was freshly picked.

“Do you want some tea?” I asked, going to ladle myself a mug to try and chase off the sweetness from the honey cake I knew was to come.

“Is it that aniseed one?” Caom wrinkled his nose. “No.”

I joined him at the table with my mug, taking a sip as I sat down before picking up a cake and nibbling at it to be polite.

“You still haven’t cashed in your favour from the prince,” Caom said, peering at the flash of the tiny feather under my shirt as he took a huge bite of his own cake.

The mention of Lonan brought a flush to my cheeks, memories of his hot mouth and hungry eyes and desperate tongue crowding my brain.

“No, not yet. So what are you up to today?” I said quickly. “I guess you’re not working.”

“Not today. Did you want to go for a walk? Or into the village?”

“Let’s go into the village.” I said it too fast, and took another bite of cake to try and stop my face from heating.

I felt entirely obvious, even though Caom knew nothing. But Lonan wasn’t showing up here anymore, though it wasn’t like he’d come here often before. It felt like he was closer in the village, because I knew he still had to be watching me for his mother. I never saw him, though. He stayed out of sight, but sometimes I felt his eyes on me.

“I need to buy a few things,” I said to give a reason for wanting to go. And I actually did—more ink, though I wasn’t going to tell Caom that, because then he’d ask what I’d been writing.

“Alright.” He beamed at me. “I’m so glad you’re coming into the village more, Ash. Mingling among us Folk. I really think you’ll shed your mortal skin soon.”

But then he eyed me closer, brows pinching briefly together. “Do you think you will? Does it feel like you’re close?”

I just shrugged uncomfortably, not wanting to admit failure. Not wanting to admit that I didn’t feel like I ever would, because I worried constantly about what would happen to me if I didn’t. What the Carlin would do. I also worried constantly about what would happen to me if I did, and what she would do to me then.

“Shall we go?” I drained the last of my tea and stood up, leaving most of my honey cake untouched.

Caom nodded, stuffing the last of his into his mouth before rising from the table.

“So what do you want to buy today?” he asked as we set off from the cottage.

I’d left the fire burning low in the living room so there’d be some light when I got back. It was late afternoon, the ghost of the moon a blurry crescent in the marbled purple sky.

“Some fruit and veg. More of that tea you hate.” I gave him a nudge with my elbow.

He chuckled and nudged me back. “It’s too earthy. Not sweet enough.”

“You do have a sweet tooth.”

My breath caught in my throat as we approached the tree that Lonan had pressed me up against that night, his mouth hot and hungry on mine before he’d dropped to his knees.

The blackbird was sitting on the edge of a branch, beady eyes watching us, taking everything in to report back to the Carlin. I narrowed my eyes at it before looking away as Caom slung his arm over my shoulder.

“Will you stay for a drink at the tavern? After you’ve done your shopping?”

“Erm…” I rubbed my face. “Maybe.”

I’d been back to the tavern with Caom and his friends a few times now. Pathetically hoping that Lonan would reappear to walk me home. It hadn’t happened.

Idony was still mostly sulky and barely spoke to me. Belial joined us often, trying not to stare openly at Caom even as Idony stared openly at him. It galled me, because he’d poisoned me, but I actually quite liked Belial. He was calm and quiet and spoke to me almost like an equal. He never tried to trick me with words or trap me in promises like all the other Folk I had to interact with when I bought things or got accosted in the village.

The fox fae from my welcome party jeered at me every time they spotted me, trying to get me to play games with them or make bets about ridiculous things. Caom had told me they were reynards and to not trust a word out of their mouths.

That wasn’t a problem. I didn’t trust a word out of anyone’s mouth, not even his.

The village was fairly quiet when we got there. Most of the Folk seemed more active in the mornings, before there was a lull as they prepared for whatever their evening plans were. They were most active at night, when it was dark. The tavern was always teeming, as was the café, which stayed open just as late.

I hadn’t set foot in the café, because when I’d passed it one day, the owner had been outside clearing tables. He was a gangly fae with brown skin that looked like bark, and green hair that was layered like petals. He’d narrowed his solid white eyes when he spotted me, then spat at my boots.

Part of me had wanted to march up to him and punch him in the face. My blood had boiled with anger and embarrassment, and I’d only gotten more agitated when my first thought had been to wonder if Lonan was lurking close by and had witnessed it.

So I didn’t bother going near the café, because I was fairly certain the owner wouldn’t serve me. Even though my mouth watered every time I caught the scent of rich coffee wafting from its open door and saw Folk sipping the dark liquid from little wooden cups when they were sitting outside.

Caom was in a good mood as we walked down the street, chattering about helping the royal seamstress make a special dress for the Carlin because she didn’t have the right buttons. I took my chance to slip into the bookshop and buy more ink while he was distracted talking to Idony outside. I eyed the Advanced Drachmsmith book longingly as I left, tracking my gaze over its deep burgundy leather cover.

Idony stalked off with barely a look at me before Caom and I went to the grocer for me to buy some fresh produce. I got some more soap and the oil I liked to add to my bath, which had a faint rosemary scent.

Caom bought us both some honeyed meat wrapped in vines, so we sat down on a bench to eat it, with him sitting slightly closer than appropriate so our knees brushed. He sighed happily around a mouthful while I carefully picked through mine, trying to find bits that weren’t totally doused in sweet sticky syrup.

“Are you done shopping?” he asked me. “Shall we go and get a drink? You know,” he added with a nudge, “I still haven’t seen you drunk yet. We must change that. Let’s get you to come out of your shell.”

I stiffened, slowly chewing. “I don’t have a shell.”

Caom laughed like I’d said something hilarious. “You do. So quiet and reserved all the time, never really relaxed. I know you, Ash.”

But he didn’t. He didn’t really know me. None of them here knew me. They all just saw me as the stranger whose mortal skin they were waiting to be shed. I didn’t share things with Caom. I made sure not to.

The only ones I shared things with were the cat and the wolf, and they couldn’t answer back. Or tell anyone.

“Maybe a wild night with the fae will be what sheds this mortal skin.”

I stiffened again when Caom’s long fingers trailed over my forearm. I kept my head bent, not knowing what to do. If I cut ties with Caom, I’d really have no one at all. No one to come into the village with or take walks with. I didn’t really trust him, but at least his acquaintance was fairly easy. Surface level.

“Or maybe a wild night with just one fae,” he said in a low voice, but it held an edge of uncertainty. Nerves.

I swallowed and looked at him. His copper eyes were burnished in the very last of the sun’s rays before they slipped behind the horizon and the sky turned murky purple in a rush. Even though it had only just gotten dark, it felt dangerous to be alone with him at night. Not because I was tempted, but because the Folk were in their element at night. And I was just a mortal, susceptible to their tricks and games and manipulations.

His touch didn’t make me feel anything except mild discomfort. I knew what he was—what a gancanagh was, because the fox fae had told me—but whatever power he had to seduce didn’t work on me.

“Let’s go to the tavern.” I jumped up, leaving the mostly-untouched meat in its vine on the bench.

I heard Caom sigh as he stood up, and we walked in silence down the darkening street, the white-blue glow from the windows above the shops casting little pockets of light over the Folk laughing and talking outside the tearoom and café.

As we made our way towards the tavern, I couldn’t help but eye the café. There were big canvas sacks of coffee beans for sale in the window, and I stopped when a fae strolled outside and past us holding one of the bags, the rich scent reaching my nose.

I licked my lips nervously. “Caom.”

As he turned to face me, I chewed my lip. I hadn’t wanted to ask him to buy me some, because it felt weak—and slightly dangerous—to admit that I didn’t want to go in there. That I was intimidated by the thought.

I forced myself to ask, “Will you… would you go and buy me some coffee beans? I’ll give you the money for them.”

He stared at me, confused for a moment. “Why don’t you just buy them yourself?”

I bit the inside of my cheek, but before I could answer he laughed and said, “You’d rather coffee than wine? Alright. Let’s go in.”

“No,” I blurted, my face flushing. “It’s okay. It doesn’t matter. I think I’m going to go home, actually. I don’t want a drink.”

“Oh.” His face fell, and he glanced over his shoulder at the tavern. “Alright. I’ll walk you home.”

My chest tightened when a tall, dark form appeared in front of us. Lonan’s pale face glowed in the unseelie candlelight flickering from open windows, his eyes endless holes of black and his mouth a thin, irritated slash.

“I’ll do it,” he said flatly, staring at Caom and daring him to answer back. Then those black eyes shifted to me, blank and cold. “I have a message from my mother for the mortal.”

So I was back to just being the mortal. Not that he’d ever called me anything else.

There was none of the heat or hunger that had made those eyes burn so intensely that night. It was like it had never even happened. Shockingly strong sadness filled me at the thought of him acting like he’d already forgotten it. Like it had been nothing.

I’d built it up in my head, seeing things that weren’t really there. The Folk were good at making mortals do that. They were cold but fierce. It would be easy to make it seem like he’d been overwhelmed with desire for me when it had most likely just been another way to fuck with my head. Make me want him because it amused him. Make me pine for him so he could get me to do whatever he wanted.

I hated that it had worked.

Caom didn’t dare argue with the assassin prince. I didn’t protest either, even though now that the thing I’d been hoping for was actually happening, I just felt nervous and uncertain.

It didn’t help that Lonan said absolutely nothing as we started walking, leaving Caom behind. He was a wall of cold indifference beside me as I clutched my bag and stayed quiet.

“The Carlin is pleased you are socialising with the Folk more,” he said in an emotionless voice as we started walking through the rapidly descending darkness in the direction of the cottage. “She is eager to see you shed your mortal skin and become one of us fully.”

I wanted to say that I wasn’t doing it for her, but I knew that would achieve nothing, so instead I just said, “Okay.”

He didn’t speak again. The entire walk was spent in painful, tense silence. I wondered what he would do if I brought up that night. If I asked him why he’d kissed me. Why he’d dropped to his knees and sucked my cock like the urge had been burning inside him for ages.

I was fairly certain he’d drive his blade through my gut if I did, just to escape the conversation. He was brittle beside me, his normally slinking gait tense and jerky, like it had been when he’d walked me home after the Carlin’s dinner.

Unease and the reluctance to reveal anything at all kept me as silent as he was. If I brought up that night and he laughed in my face, I didn’t know how I would react. Either the crushing embarrassment and disappointment would be painfully obvious, or I’d see red and lunge at him to start the fight I’d been goading him for that night. Both reactions would be too telling.

It didn’t stop the disappointment settling in my gut like a lead ball as the cottage came into sight, though. My only opportunity to talk to him in weeks, and we’d walked in silence. I didn’t even know what I wanted to say to him. I didn’t know what I’d been hoping for.

Lonan walked me right to the door, but still said nothing even as I stood there clutching my bag instead of just going inside. We stared at each other in the dark. Neither of us moving. Neither of us speaking.

I was breathing too fast and I didn’t know why. My heart was pounding, so hard I was convinced he could hear it. Lonan was unmoving in front of me, but I realised his own chest was rising faster than normal. His lips were parted slightly around his short, shallow breaths.

The bag slipped from my fingers when he lunged at me, everything rolling free onto the grass as he kissed me hard and moaned helplessly into my mouth.


Chapter Twenty-Two

One of us managed to get the door open. We couldn’t stop kissing for even a second, Lonan’s long fingers fisting my hair and cupping my neck and sliding down my back as he backed me into the cottage.

We didn’t stop even when I stumbled, tripping over the edge of the rug in the living room. Lonan kept me upright. Kept his mouth locked to mine, his tongue thrusting hungrily and his breaths hard and fast against my lips.

He was already reaching between us and fumbling with the lacing on my trousers before we were even halfway across the room. I grunted when he pushed me back onto the sofa and immediately leaned down to capture my mouth. His long fingers dug into my thighs like claws before he reached up and started ripping down my trousers with frantic, jerky motions.

My heart pounded hard in my chest, cock throbbing in time. I lifted my hips to let Lonan tug my trousers down to my ankles, leaving them bunched there, not even bothering to remove my boots before he was lunging back up and moaning into my mouth.

Long fingers slid up my inner thighs and dug in, spreading my knees wide. He broke the kiss to look down, breathing hard, his black eyes flashing as he stared at my hard cock curving up between us.

“Show me,” he rasped in a gravelly voice, his chest heaving as he grabbed my hand and drew it to my cock.

I sucked in a sharp breath. Show him? Did he mean show him how I liked to stroke my cock?

The idea of it made my balls tighten. I fisted my length and pumped it slowly, wary of coming too soon if I went any faster. Lonan groaned between clenched teeth and sank into a crouch, long fingers frantically unbuttoning my shirt until it gaped open at my sides, exposing my entire body to him as I slouched back on the sofa with my thighs still spread wide.

“Don’t stop,” he rasped as he started kissing down my heaving chest.

I panted, stroking my cock, shuddering when the tip brushed against the front of his shirt. Lonan’s tongue was so hot as it trailed down my stomach, his mouth almost rabid as he sank his teeth into my hipbone before licking away the sting. I jerked with a moan, my cock bucking in my fist.

“Don’t stop,” he murmured again as he reached it, tongue winding round the wet head.

I clenched my teeth, forcing my hand to keep stroking as I tilted my cock towards him instinctively, wanting more of his mouth. He moaned low and sucked the head into his mouth with a wet kiss, tongue lapping at the sensitive V on the underside.

I sucked in a sharp breath as he moved his mouth lower, and gasped when I felt the wet heat of his tongue slide over and between the fingers clenched around my shaft. His tongue kept descending, until it curled around one of my balls before he sucked it into his mouth.

“Fuck,” I gritted out, sliding my hand up and squeezing the head to stop myself from coming.

Lonan moaned, giving both balls equal amounts of feverish attention, sucking and licking before kissing down my inner thigh. I jerked when his teeth sank in briefly, but he was already moving back up to repeat the pattern in reverse. His fingers dug into my thighs, trapping them wide open.

I slid my hand back down to feel his tongue again on his ascent, but he tilted his head to suck a finger into his mouth instead, hungry black eyes flicking up to meet mine.

Fuck, he was ruining me. No one had ever done anything like this to me before—touched and kissed and sucked me like they’d die if they didn’t. Like they’d waited years to do it, and now that they could they were unwilling to stop until they’d done it all.

He released my middle finger with a wet pop, but then he was prying my hand away from my dick and sucking my index into his mouth with a moan as his long fingers fisted my cock and squeezed. I could feel the thick calluses from the hilt of his blade, and it made me shiver.

“F-fuck—Lonan—”

I was breathing too hard, feeling like I’d hyperventilate. My cock throbbed in his fist, pre-cum spilling out and glistening in the firelight.

His eyes were wild as he stared at it, and his teeth grazed my finger as he released it to lick up the wetness. Then he plunged his mouth down my length with a guttural groan. I felt his trembling fingers urge me to fist my cock again, so I obeyed, stroking in time with his sucking mouth.

Hands found my thighs again as he sucked desperately, sliding up to my hips, over my stomach, burrowing under the open sides of my shirt to smooth over my lower back. They slid back down, over my knees and down the backs of my calves, like he wanted to touch every inch of me.

Oh god. I was going to come. My head fell back and I panted up at the ceiling, trying to keep my hips still as my hand and Lonan’s mouth worked together to bring me off. Wet sucking sounds filled the room over the crackle of the low fire and my ragged breaths.

“Lo-Lonan—I’m—”

He moaned and sank his mouth deeper, hot tongue sliding over the side of my index finger as my hand pumped faster. I couldn’t stop, and when I looked back down and saw his cheeks hollowing to suck me harder, my balls wrenched up in a painful rush and started emptying.

“Fuck,” I cried out, my free hand finding the back of Lonan’s head and gripping his hair tight.

My cock flexed in his still-sucking mouth, spurting repeatedly, feeling like it was never going to end. I could see Lonan’s pale throat working as he swallowed everything I gave him, moaning like he’d never tasted anything better—even though he’d tasted me before.

When it ended he was breathing as hard as I was, his mouth releasing my pulsing cock with a wet pop like it was unwilling to let go. He lapped and kissed the sensitive head until I shuddered and had to sit forwards to gently pull him back.

Raising his head, he gazed at me silently, black eyes in shadow with the low fire behind him, framing him in a blue-white halo. I kissed him, moaning at the taste of salt on his tongue, sucking on it until he shuddered.

I was still dazed when he stood up, his trousers creaking, fingers gripping my knees to steady himself. His cock was hidden beneath the tail of his shirt, but I could see in his posture just how achingly hard he had to be.

But before I could reach out, he turned to leave.

The fire reignited in my belly, making me snatch up his shirt and force him back. “No, wait.”

I could tell he was trying hard to calm his breathing as he stared down at me. It hitched when I reached under his shirt and found the stiff length of him straining against leather.

“You don’t have to.”

His voice was even huskier than normal, but it held an edge of tightly reined desperation I hadn’t heard from him before. My brows pinched with confusion for a brief moment. Had he really just expected to leave? Had he really just done that without anticipating anything in return? Like… being able to make me come had been all he was after?

“I want to,” I told him, my voice hoarse with lust as I fumbled to undo the bottom few buttons of his shirt, until I could see the flesh of his pale, lean stomach.

He sucked in a shaky breath, fingers clenching into fists as I unlaced his trousers. When I tugged them down just a little his cock sprang up, long and pale and slender. It was so hard that it bobbed with his pulse, the flushed head smeared with wetness. I moaned and sucked him into my mouth immediately, fingers creeping under his shirt to slide over his warm sides.

Lonan choked out a groan, his hands flying up to my head. Long fingers slid through my hair, gripping the strands tighter when I flicked my tongue over the head of his cock. He was impossibly hard in my mouth, and as I sucked him deeper, he made a strangled sound and drew my head back with shaking hands. I knew that meant he was too close already, especially because his cock jerked when I enveloped just the head in a wet, sucking kiss.

A gush of salty fluid landed on my tongue, making me moan and suck harder. More pre-cum leaked, flowing steadily as Lonan sucked in trembling breaths above me. Wetness brushed over my cheek when I slid my mouth free and ran my tongue down his length, dipping my head to lick his balls before slicking back up the other side.

“I—I—” Lonan’s chest was heaving, his voice hoarse.

My hands slid down to palm his ass, urging his hips forwards when I sucked him back into my mouth. I moaned around his length, my own cock coming back to life as Lonan tried to hold back a desperate sound, his fingers clenching in my hair.

“W-will you—look at me?”

Lonan’s voice shook, breathless and vulnerable. I raised my eyes to his immediately, brows pinching when I saw the tight desperation on his features. His eyes were soft and wide open, and he looked anguished, like he didn’t want this to end but he knew it was about to.

“Ash.”

I’d never heard him say my name before, and it made me moan desperately as I sucked harder until Lonan let out a choked sound and he bit down hard on his bottom lip.

His cock flooded my mouth, pulsing hard between my lips. Long fingers gripped my hair too tight as Lonan tried to hold in his cry, his hips jerking helplessly with every spurt of cum that hit the back of my throat.

I held his gaze, smoothing my hands over his hips as he shuddered out a breath when his cock finally stopped pulsing. The dim light behind him framed the messy strands of his hair and the delicate, pointed tips of his ears peeking through. His shoulders heaved with his breaths, and his fingers trembled as he slowly uncurled them from my hair.

I stood up before he could vanish, grabbing his face and kissing him hard. Our half-hard cocks brushed, making us both moan as our tongues slid together, sharing the dual tastes of us.

“Don’t leave again,” I murmured when we finally broke apart, gripping the front of his shirt.

Lonan exhaled a trembling breath as his fingers fumbled with the lacing on his trousers. “I… I have to go.”

My heart sank, but I nodded. “Then don’t stay away again for weeks. Please.”

Hesitant, he reached up and cupped my jaw as he nodded once. “I won’t.”

Despite everything that had just happened, he seemed equally as unsure as he leaned in until his unsteady breaths hit my lips. I closed the remaining distance and kissed him, never wanting to stop.

But then he was moving back and turning to leave, his hand trailing over my shoulder and down my arm until our fingers tangled briefly, clinging together like they didn’t want to let go.

After he left without another word, I pulled up my trousers, lacing them up with fumbling fingers as I headed outside without bothering to rebutton my shirt. Lonan had already vanished, no doubt turning into a big black crow to get to the palace quickly. I bit my lip as I eyed my discarded shopping bag on the ground, holding back a ridiculous smile.

When I made my way to the back of the cottage, the wolf was waiting for me in his usual spot. I grinned wide as he blinked up at me sleepily, all his sharp teeth glinting when he yawned.

“Hi.” I dropped down beside him, leaning into him when he sat up to snuffle at my neck. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

I couldn’t stop grinning. I didn’t know if the wolf picked up on my mood, because he let out a low chuff and licked my face frantically, panting hot in my ear. I laughed as he bounded back a step and dropped low on his front paws, back end in the air and tail wagging madly, like a pet dog wanting to play.

He lunged forwards, and I felt only a brief flash of fear as I thudded to my back with a grunt, but then I was laughing as he licked my face and snuffled at my hair and neck, tickling me with his breaths.

I’d never seen him act so playful and happy. Maybe his happiness was linked to mine. The thought filled me with warmth, and I buried my fingers in his coarse black fur and let him shower me with affection as I grinned up at the sky.


Chapter Twenty-Three

My jubilant mood continued into the next morning. I woke up after a deep, peaceful sleep and stretched languidly in my bed, morning sun streaming in through the window.

I had no idea what month we were in anymore, but it felt like summer was starting to wind down. Wispy clouds streaked the sky most days now, and the nights were chillier when I was sitting outside with the wolf.

After lounging in bed for a few more minutes, enjoying the feel of the freshly washed sheets against my skin, I got up and dressed. Remembering my discarded bag of shopping outside the front door, I went to get it. I’d been too tired to gather everything up and drag the bag inside last night when I’d eventually stumbled to bed after spending some time with the wolf.

Opening the door, I stopped and frowned. Everything had tumbled out when I’d dropped it last night, but now it was neatly resting beside the door, all my purchases tucked back inside, and the cloth handles tied in a loose knot to keep the contents secure.

Glancing round warily, I grabbed it and headed back inside. Setting the bag on the kitchen table, I untied the knot and peered in, a part of me suspicious that one of the Folk had seen it out there and put something disgusting inside to fuck with me.

I could see the soap and oil I’d bought. The little glass pot of ink with its waxy stopper. Five of the big oranges that I liked, because they were one of the least sweet of the fruits I could get, and the summer squash.

I moved aside the big bunch of dark, leafy spinach tied with string and froze when the rich scent of coffee beans drifted up. At the bottom of the bag was one of the fat canvas sacks I’d eyed longingly in the café window. I lifted it up, feeling the beans moving beneath my fingers.

My throat tightened as I stared at the bag, feeling pathetically moved. This had been Lonan. I just knew it had, even though Caom could have easily done the same thing. Lonan had heard me ask Caom to buy them for me, because he’d appeared just seconds after. He’d probably seen the café owner spit at me that time and worked out that I didn’t want to go in there.

Biting my lip, I reverently set the bag back down and went to retrieve my dagger from under the mattress. After carefully slicing open the top of the sack, I lifted it to my nose and breathed deep.

Carrying a handful of the little dark beans to the sideboard, I ground them finely with my pestle and mortar. Then I lit the kitchen hearth and poured some water into the cauldron. While it came to the boil, I found a roll of tightly woven muslin cloth in the sideboard and cut off a wide, neat square with my dagger.

My mouth watered when I carefully poured hot water over the grounds nestled in the cloth, grinning when dark liquid dripped through and into the mug below. It was probably sad how happy this made me, but it brought back memories of being home from uni and waking up to have coffee with dad in the garden. Even in the dead of winter, we’d bundled up and sat out there to drink it before starting the day.

I closed my eyes when I took my first sip. It was bitter and dark, and the farthest thing from sweet that anything could be.

I didn’t bother buying milk anymore, because I realised after the first few times that the fae selling it to me was somehow making it go sour by the time I got it home. But I didn’t miss it. I drank the coffee greedily, then made myself a second cup before gathering up the ingredients for my potion.

It was going to work. I knew it was. Fuelled by caffeine and the bone-tingling memories of the night before with Lonan, I measured out my ingredients and added them to the water already in the cauldron.

I smiled when I heard a low mewl, glancing back to see the cat slinking in through the open window. He hopped down and trotted over, winding between my legs and purring loudly.

“Hi, baby.” I knelt down, smiling when the cat rested his paws on my knees and stretched up to butt against my chin.

I kissed the top of his head and stood back up.

“I’m trying the potion today,” I told him, carefully stirring the mixture with a long wooden spoon. “Do you think it’ll work?”

The cat mrowed as if in answer, rubbing against my leg and trotting after me when I crossed the room to the book on the table.

“So I have to bring it to a boil then take it off the heat and let it cool, then strain it.” I looked down at the cat as he hopped up onto the table. “You know, making potions is a lot less dramatic than I thought it’d be.”

I chuckled. “When I was little and pretended to make potions, I’d always make up spells to say for them. But I suppose that’s witches, not the Folk, right?”

Giving the cat a brief stroke under his chin, I went back to the cauldron and peered in. It looked dark and murky, but I had no idea if that was a good thing or not. A deep, earthy smell rose up with the steam as it slowly started simmering at the edges—like rotting leaves and wet dirt. I breathed it in, something about it soothing me.

When it came to the boil, I carefully heaved the cauldron off the fire and onto the stone floor by the pantry, where it was cooler.

While it cooled, I tidied up the cottage and did my laundry, scrubbing down my clothes outside before hanging them up over a long wooden rail that swung out from where it was affixed to the back of the cottage. I had no idea if that was what its intended purpose was, but that was what I’d always used it for.

I made some lunch and ate it in the living room, my cock twitching when I sat down on the sofa and remembered what had happened in this very spot the night before. Lonan had said he wouldn’t stay away again this time. But would he actually come back? Would he come back tonight? What if he was regretting it now—regretting touching the mortal again. Regretting the fact that he’d let me make him come, that he’d let himself be that vulnerable with me.

I huffed and rubbed my face as I got up and went into the kitchen, trying to distract myself. I held my hand over the cauldron, but it was still warm in there. My stomach was jittery with nervous excitement. I wanted this to work. Not just so my plants grew quicker, but so I knew that I could. If I could make this one work, I could make others work.

I didn’t want to make any of the deadly potions in the Novice Drachmsmith book, but having the knowledge that I could would help me feel just a bit safer here. A bit more in control.

It was afternoon by the time the potion had finally cooled completely. After dipping my finger in to make sure, I grabbed the bucket and a strip of muslin cloth. I carefully ladled out the mixture, letting each spoonful strain through the cloth and scooping away the leftover ingredients.

The liquid was a dark, earthy green, and its fragrance had lessened just a little now that it was no longer steaming hot.

“Okay, time to see if it worked,” I told the cat, who lifted his head where he was curled up on the kitchen table. Getting up with a stretch and a yawn, he nimbly dropped down and followed me out of the cottage.

I’d made some little wooden markers in preparation, and I carefully pushed one into the dirt in front of each small shoot that I poured the potion over. Then I watered the rest with normal water and stood back.

Nothing happened.

I chewed on my lip, staring at the plants. Willing them to grow faster. They didn’t.

The cat wound round my ankles, purring loudly as if he was trying to comfort me. Trying not to feel too dejected, I picked up the bucket and went inside to rinse it out. Maybe it wasn’t immediate. Maybe it was gradual. It didn’t necessarily mean I’d failed.

I cleared away all the ingredients and tidied up the sideboard, then started preparing dinner on the small wooden butcher’s block that sat in the centre of the room, all the pots and pans stored underneath. As I peeled and chopped carrots, I kept glancing over at the window even though I couldn’t see the herb garden through it. I smiled at the cat when he lifted his head and blinked at me sleepily.

I forced myself not to go and check until the stew was simmering over the fire. Then I wiped my hands on the square of linen I used as a tea towel and sighed as I looked over at the cat.

“Shall we go see if it worked?”

Once again, he stretched and jumped down to follow me. I braced myself for the sting of disappointment as I went outside and round to the side of the cottage.

When the herb garden came into view, I stopped dead. “Oh my god.”

The plants I’d watered with the potion were now twice the size of the others. I hurried forwards and dropped to my knees, wanting to touch them to make sure they were real, but I didn’t dare.

“Oh my god,” I said again as I grinned down at the cat, who was rubbing up against my side. “It worked.”

I felt embarrassed when my vision went blurry, even though no one was here to see it except the cat. I’d actually done it. I’d done this. Maybe it was stupid to be so happy about it—they were just plants—but I was elated. If I could do this, I could make other potions.

I wanted to pick up the cat and hug him but refrained, knowing he wouldn’t like it. Instead I bent down and kissed his sweet little head. “You’re my good luck charm.”

He purred madly, leaning up to rub against my chin.

I wanted to just sit there and see if I could actually watch them grow, but I had to go in and have a bath in case Lonan did show up tonight. I scrambled up and went back inside, biting my lip with nervous excitement at the thought of telling him.

Would I? Would he even be interested? He was obviously attracted to me, but that didn’t mean he cared about any other aspects of my life. Except if I would shed my mortal skin, because that was what his mother wanted.

Besides, if he did show up, I doubted we’d be doing much talking. That wouldn’t be what he came for. Even as lust tightened my gut, the thought made me kind of sad.

I distracted myself by getting the bath ready. While the water heated, I made sure the bed was made and the living room looked tidy, feeling unaccountably nervous. The cat was curled up on the kitchen windowsill, but after I’d gotten in the bath and washed my hair, he padded into the living room.

Stretching up to place his paws on the edge of the tub, he meowed at me sleepily.

“Are you going?” I asked, craning my neck to see out of the window in the bedroom. The sun was setting, and the cat always left before it got dark.

He meowed again, so I leaned over to kiss his head. “See you tomorrow.”

After he’d slunk back into the kitchen to leave through the open window, I scrubbed my body thoroughly with the soap and climbed out, shivering a little at the temperature change before the fire started warming me.

Once I was dressed, I went outside to get the laundry in before it got dark. I was reaching up to tug a shirt off the rail when I noticed the note pinned to the tree.

Abandoning the clothes, I hurried over to get it. As I walked back towards the cottage, I unfolded the yellowed piece of paper.

Ash,

You’re doing well, but you must move faster. The potioncraft is a good start—it has always been your calling. Embrace it. Don’t doubt yourself.

Eat the food. Drink the wine. Sit out in the moonlight. Shed your mortal skin.

The end of the Mild Months is approaching. Soon the Carlin will be in her prime, and she will grow more impatient.

Stay in the cottage. Shed your mortal skin. Come into the forest. We will be waiting.

N

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, rubbing my face as I read the words again.

Were these notes supposed to be helping me? They just made me more confused. I was doing well? How could I be doing well at something that I didn’t know how to do? And how could I not be doing it fast enough when I didn’t know how to do it?

Eat and drink and sit in the moonlight? What did that mean? How would that help me shed my mortal skin? I was still pissed that even Nua was telling me to do that, but still not really telling me how. Sitting in the fucking moonlight wasn’t doing anything—I did that every night with the wolf. And it wasn’t like I wasn’t eating and drinking. I was eating and drinking plenty.

What would the Carlin be growing more impatient for? For me to shed my mortal skin? But why? Why didn’t Nua tell me that? Why did all the Folk have to speak in this ridiculous, veiled way, never saying anything outright, like words were a game or a battle that needed to be won?

Stuffing the note in my pocket, I gathered up my washing and went inside. After folding it and putting it away, I sat in the kitchen to eat my dinner and went through my notebook to try and decide what potion to try next.

I’d just finished rinsing my bowl and spoon when the soft knock came at the door. My stomach jumping with nervous anticipation, I wiped my palms on my legs and went to open it.

I couldn’t stop the smile that stretched my mouth when I opened the door and saw Lonan standing there, his dark, hooded eyes flashing and his cheeks already faintly flushed.


Chapter Twenty-Four

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Lonan as he lay beside me on my bed, stretched on his back and still panting softly as he stared up at the ceiling. His cheeks were lightly flushed in the flickering candlelight, black eyes softer than I’d ever seen them.

His long, lean body was beautiful. Perfect. He looked vulnerable like this—which made sense, because he was naked—but still powerful. He was strong, but not overly muscled. He had rangy arms and long legs. Strong shoulders that tapered into a leanly defined chest and stomach.

There was a tiny thatch of jet-black hair nestled at the root of his cock, which was long and plump as it slowly softened against his thigh, still shiny from my mouth. His balls were a dusky pink, a shade darker than his milky pale skin. My chest tightened with want even though I’d come—we both had—only minutes ago.

We’d sucked each other off again. It had been just as intense as the last time, but there was a new edge to it as we grew more familiar with each other’s bodies. A low, fragile level of intimacy at the knowledge of seeing one another so vulnerable.

He hadn’t said it, but I was fairly sure that he had never done anything with anyone before me—before the first time he’d sucked me off against a tree in the dark. I remembered his mouth being clumsy at first, but he’d been so eager that it hadn’t mattered in the slightest. If he was inexperienced, it didn’t really show. He didn’t let it slow him down at all.

Maybe that was a biproduct of being a prince. Or of just being fae. Or maybe he wanted me so much, he simply refused to let his inexperience hinder anything.

I was aware that I was staring, but if he noticed he didn’t comment. I let my gaze drift down his body again when he draped an arm over his lean belly and let out a slow breath.

“Where did you get this?” I asked, reaching over to run my fingertip along the thick, raised scar that circled his forearm, just below his elbow. It seemed to go all the way round. I couldn’t see any other scars or marks on his body.

Lonan stiffened beside me. Maybe he didn’t like me seeing any proof of his vulnerability—proof that at some point, he’d been hurt by something.

“An injury,” he said flatly.

I rolled my eyes, but before I could give a snarky reply, he turned to face me and pressed his body against mine, finding my lips in a deep kiss. His relaxed cock nestled against mine, which felt almost unbearably intimate, making me shiver as I placed my hand on his hip.

I knew he was distracting me, but it worked. His knee drew up along my thigh, caging me in with his leg as his tongue glided languidly over mine.

He tasted so good. He tasted right. I still couldn’t quite believe that I was lying here with him—with the unseelie assassin prince. The Carlin’s son. One of the Folk. I’d just had his cock in my mouth, and mine had been in his. I knew what he sounded like and looked like when he lost control—when he came and his body shook and his beautiful face contorted with pleasure.

It all felt so fragile. Like we had somehow managed to navigate our way to this place despite everything still playing out unseen in the background. All the secrets and unsaid words and unknown plans. They were like little red-eyed hellhounds circling the bed, snapping at us and trying to jump up so they could drag me away.

I broke the kiss and stared at him, as if I’d somehow be able to find the answers in his endless black eyes that already felt so familiar to me.

I licked my lips, tasting him on them. “Has the Carlin told you to… get close to me this way?”

It was a gross and deeply unsettling thought, but I had to ask. I desperately wanted to trust him.

Lonan gazed at me with big black eyes, the sweet, pointed tip of his ear poking out from his inky hair. “No. This has nothing to do with her.”

My body relaxed, and I couldn’t stop myself from closing the gap between us and kissing him again. I knew he couldn’t lie, but… I believed that he wouldn’t if he could anyway. That was the difference. He didn’t try to skirt around the question or answer it in a way that I could take to mean however I wanted.

I moved back, resting my head on the pillow as I tangled our fingers together. Lonan gripped my hand tight, drawing it closer to him.

“I know you have to be careful with some things you say because of her,” I whispered. “But… but I want to trust you, Lonan. Please don’t try and trick me. Please don’t play games with me.”

“I wouldn’t.” His voice was shockingly fierce, black eyes flaring as he gripped my hand tighter. “I won’t.”

I stared at him, nodding once as I swallowed. “I believe you.”

He kissed my knuckles before reluctantly letting go and sitting up, shoving his long, inky hair back with a sigh. I quickly followed him up, staring at the faint, faded marks I could see all over his back. They were long and silvery, like vines had grown over him before being pulled off and leaving a permanent imprint.

I wanted to ask him what they were from, but knew he wouldn’t tell me.

“Do you want some tea?” I asked instead, because I didn’t want him to leave.

Lonan glanced at me over his shoulder, his back pale and hunched, long legs loosely crossed. When he nodded, I grinned too wide and scrambled out of bed.

“I’ll go make it.” I hurriedly pulled on my shorts. “Shall I bring it in here, or…?”

He slid off the bed, long legs unfurling to stand up. “I’ll come with you.”

I nodded and left him to pull his trousers on, trying to ignore how giddy I felt as I made my way into the kitchen. The fire was burning low, so I fed it a new log before fetching water to pour into the cauldron to heat.

Lonan stepped silently into the room, dressed only in his black leathers as I took two mugs off the sideboard. Still saying nothing, his black eyes swept the room, lingering on me, before he padded barefoot over to the table where we’d sat the very first time he’d visited me here.

I glanced over and saw him staring down at my notebook, long fingers trailing absently over the edge of the mushroom leather cover.

“You can look,” I said with a nod, because for some reason I knew he wouldn’t without my permission.

And for some reason, I wasn’t worried about him thinking I was foolish for copying down the potion recipes I wanted to try, even though the fear of the Folk laughing at me and ridiculing me dogged me. I didn’t think he would.

But then maybe I was just a fool. Maybe I’d already latched onto him and was just projecting what I wanted him to be because I had no one else. Because I wanted him.

His long fingers flipped open the cover, and I immediately regretted telling him he could look. I busied myself with making tea to hide my hot cheeks, the anxiety getting worse when the room stayed silent for long moments.

“Are these the ones you want to try?” he eventually asked in his soft, husky voice, and I relaxed just a little.

“Yes,” I said, clearing my throat to try and get rid of the hoarseness. Even though I’d had success with my plant potion, I said, “I know they probably won’t work, but I… It’s something to do, I guess.”

“You’ll make them work,” he said simply.

I resisted the intense urge to cross the room and bury myself in his arms, his words affecting me far more than they should have.

Instead, I kept my head down as I said, “Thank you for the coffee.”

If I was wrong, and it hadn’t been him, I’d look so stupid.

I realised too late that I’d thanked him. I froze, my gut tightening with intense fear that he was going to shoot me a sharp, vicious sneer and demand I do something awful as payment. That this had all been a trick to get me to say it so I owed him. So he could demand something of me for his mother.

But he just nodded once, still looking down at my notebook, and quietly said, “You’re welcome.”

After a second, I let out a slow breath as I unclenched. Lonan gently closed my notebook and walked over, hesitating before resting a hand on my bare side once he was standing in front of me. He gazed at me in silence, black eyes taking in my face before locking on my mouth.

I was starting to realise that he did this when he wanted to kiss me, but I could tell that for some reason he was still hesitant. Like a part of him thought that if he did, I would push him off and ask what the fuck he was doing.

I leaned in and pressed my lips to his, going warm all over when his breath hitched against my mouth and he kissed me back fervently. His hands slid round to my lower back as he stepped closer, and then he was trailing feverish kisses over my jaw and down my neck.

He pressed a slow kiss to the bend of my neck, then buried his nose there, going completely still except for his fingers digging harder into my back. I was frozen for a second. I hadn’t expected this. For him to… hold me.

Part of me fearful that he was going to push me off if I touched him, I wrapped my arms round his neck and leaned my cheek into his hair. My eyes slid shut when the scent of him drifted into my nose. Like snow-covered forests. Like the lingering scent of the cold when you stepped into warmth after being outside in the winter.

The cottage was silent except for the crackle of the fire as we stood there. Soon the sweet, unexpected moment ended when Lonan lifted his head and gently raked his teeth over my lower lip before fitting his mouth to mine. I moaned shakily when his tongue slipped inside, thrown completely off guard by the way he’d buried his face in my neck and held me for long moments like I mattered to him.

His breathing grew ragged against my mouth, and then he was pushing me back until the edge of the sideboard dug into my backside. It wasn’t long before he was fumbling with the lacing on his trousers and shoving down my shorts until our cocks brushed between us, already hard.

It was even less time before he was rubbing himself against me, his movements frantic and jerky as he bit down on my lip, his breaths trembling against my mouth before he buried his face back into my neck.

I gripped his ass hard through his leathers, gritting my teeth as I jerked him tighter against me, urging him to grind his hips faster. He was gasping into my neck, biting down with teeth that felt sharp when he shook against me and his cock throbbed, covering both of our lengths with his release. I followed a second later, moaning breathlessly and biting down on my lower lip.

We were both panting as the frantic energy left us. When Lonan took an unsteady step back, I grabbed a cloth from the sideboard and wordlessly handed it to him, letting him clean up before I did the same.

“Do you need anything for the potioncraft?” he asked as he redid the lacing on his trousers, as if that lust-fuelled interlude had never happened. “Any ingredients you don’t have?”

He’d get them for me. I knew he would. His favour burned at the base of my throat, but he wasn’t even looking at it. He was just gazing at me with dark, patient eyes, waiting for me to tell him what I needed.

I shook my head. “I have everything I need. Thank you.”

The words slipped out again so easily, like a part of me had already decided that I didn’t have to worry about what I said around him. Even though out of everyone, he should have been the one I worried about the most. He was the Carlin’s son. She’d ordered him to watch me, to report back on what I was doing.

But he wasn’t here right now because of that. Because of her. He’d said that to me, and he couldn’t lie.

He was here because he wanted me.

“I should go.”

“Oh.” Disappointment flared, but I didn’t ask him if he really had to.

We’d only messed around a few times now. And it was one thing to make each other come. It was another to fall asleep together. Wake up together. I knew I’d be revealing far too much if I asked him if he could stay.

I followed him into the living room and watched him pick up his shirt, still sitting in a crumpled heap on the floor where we’d left it as we’d frantically stripped each other down on our way to the bedroom.

Desire curled low through my belly yet again when he shrugged it on and walked over to me with it still hanging open, showing off his lean, toned torso. His body was so pale against the black of his clothes.

I couldn’t help but slip my hands under the fabric to palm his warm skin when he kissed me. Long fingers rested against my bare chest, trailing down until they hooked lightly into the waistband of my shorts. My cock twitched, still too eager for him.

“When… So, when will you come back?” My face flushed as the question left me.

“Tomorrow,” he blurted immediately, then looked away quickly and said in his usual flat voice, “Tomorrow. If you want.”

I had to purse my lips to stop from smiling like a fool. “Yes.”

I didn’t want to play games with him. He’d said he wouldn’t play them with me, and I knew I’d have believed him even if he had the ability to lie.

I reluctantly slid my hands from his sides to rebutton his shirt, shooting him a small smile. He stared back at me, his eyes sombre and intense. As I did the last button, he clasped my face and kissed me hard before turning to leave, quickly shoving his boots on by the door.

“Sleep well,” he murmured with one last look at me before he left, closing the door quietly behind him.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Lonan started coming round every night.

We were insatiable for each other, half the time not even making it to the bedroom before we were stripping each other’s clothes off. He got addicted to fisting us both in his trembling hand and stroking us together fast, kissing me the entire time, not even stopping when he shook and groaned low into my mouth and his cock throbbed against mine in release.

He still sucked me like he’d die without it. And he still sometimes hesitated before kissing me when we weren’t in bed, like he wasn’t sure if I felt differently when we weren’t both frantic with the need to come.

After a month or so, we started getting better control of ourselves and didn’t always tear each other’s clothes off the moment he arrived. We didn’t even have sex some nights.

We hadn’t had any form of penetrative sex yet, because as eager as he was, I was still wary that this was all new to him. I didn’t want to rush him.

He never slept the night with me, but he stayed for longer and longer, as if he was as reluctant to leave as I was for him to go. It started cutting into my time with the wolf, who was always waiting for me in his spot round the back when I eventually went out there to see him after Lonan had left. He didn’t seem to mind waiting, and I made sure to shower him with affection while we sat out there in the quiet.

I didn’t breathe a word of it to Caom when we went for walks or into the village. But I spoke endlessly to the cat and the wolf about Lonan, fully aware that I was acting like an infatuated teenager, but I couldn’t help it.

I felt truly happy for the first time in months. Hopeful that something good could come out of all of this, even if I never did figure out how to shed my mortal skin and was trapped here forever. Suddenly, the thought of being stuck here was a little less terrifying and hopeless.

I liked my cottage. I liked waking up and making tea or coffee over the kitchen hearth before making my breakfast—either eggs from my hens fried on the flat stone or something preserved from the pantry on the bread I was getting better at making.

I liked taking baths in front of the fire in the big copper tub, with my rosemary oil and lavender soap. Drying off from the warm flames before I slipped into my old shorts—which were thin and threadbare now after being handwashed and scrubbed roughly for months—and waited for Lonan.

A few times, when I was positive it was him knocking, I answered the door naked with a grin, just to see his black eyes flare with intense hunger before he lunged at me. Those times normally ended up with me flat on my back on the living room floor and Lonan hunched over me, still fully dressed while he desperately sucked my cock.

I liked tending to my little herb garden and organising my ingredients. Sitting in the sun with the cat curled up beside me, reading drachmsmith books and copying out the recipes I wanted to try. I liked lounging outside in the dark with the wolf after Lonan left, my body calm and still boneless from pleasure, before I went back inside and fell into deep sleep.

It felt like everything was falling into place. Like something had finally clicked. I still worried constantly about the Carlin’s plans for me, and what would happen if I did or didn’t shed my mortal skin, but it was easier to push aside now. Sometimes when I was outside with the wolf or making a potion, I would stop and close my eyes and see if I could feel anything happening. Any kind of power rising inside me. Any strange reaction like the one I’d had to the sight of Lonan’s favour that day of the game.

But there was nothing.

I figured maybe it was a gradual thing. That it was happening slowly, in tiny increments too small for me to see. I didn’t have a mirror in the cottage, but one day I’d filled the bucket with water and taken it outside so I could peer down at my wavy reflection in the sunlight, to see if I looked any different.

I didn’t. Maybe more flushed and healthier than I had been in those weeks before I was taken by the Folk, but otherwise I looked exactly the same. Eyes still hazel, skin still lightly tanned. My brown hair had grown out considerably and was now a wild mop of curls, but Lonan seemed to like it. He ran his fingers through it all the time, twisting a loose curl round his long finger when we were lying in bed together.

I’d told Lonan about my success with the plant potion, feeling a little childish for how desperate I was for his praise.

He’d simply nodded and said, “I knew you would,” which was somehow better than if he’d gushed about how amazing I was. That wasn’t him. His quiet, unassuming belief in me meant so much more.

When we weren’t frantically touching and kissing, we sat on the bed or in front of the living room fire with tea. Lonan shyly admitted that the one I liked was his favourite too, which made me stupidly happy, as ridiculous as that was. We talked, or he helped me pick out potions to try that he thought might work or actually be useful for me. Like one that would protect my herbs from the frost when winter came, and another that would keep the coop warm for the hens.

He told me more about the Folk and their traditions, including the fact that we were currently in the Mild Months, when the balance of power was tipped towards the seelie court. The Bitter Months, when the Carlin was stronger, began on the first of November.

On that day, the Carlin and her sons, and a few chosen members of the court, would travel to a place deep in the forest called the Midsith, a “neutral” area for the transfer of power from the Seelie Ruler. Lonan’s face had grown pinched and closed off at the mention of her, so I hadn’t asked too much about the other court of Folk out there on the other side of the forbidden forest.

After the Carlin and her court got back from the ceremony, she would apparently stand on the steps of her palace and slam down her staff to spread ice and snow across the unseelie land. She was the Lady of Elements, Lonan told me. The Queen of Winter. A siansmith, which meant she controlled violent, bitter weather and could let out a piercing shriek that shattered glass and froze the feet of nearby Folk to the ground.

And as of the first of November, which was rapidly approaching, she would be in her element. Her full power. The Bitter Months were her true time to rule. I was terrified of what that meant for me.

“It’s actually my birthday,” Lonan admitted shyly one night when we were lounging on the sofa, our legs tangled together in the middle.

I slid my foot up his bare calf. He’d taken to wearing my shorts when we got redressed after we’d fallen into bed together, which I didn’t mind even though it meant I had to struggle into my leathers. His waist was a little narrower than mine, so they hung off his lean hips with just a hint of his thatch of black hair peeking above the waistband. I didn’t think he knew just how much the sight of it affected me.

“What is? The first of November?” I asked, leaning down to put my mug on the floor beside the sofa before sitting up.

He nodded, black eyes lowered as he traced a fingertip round the rim of his mug.

“She still resents me for it,” he said in a flat, emotionless voice. “She had me just after midnight. By one, she had left me with a wet nurse to start getting ready for the ceremony.”

Boiling anger flared inside me, far stronger than it should have. From the little things Lonan had told me, I’d already worked out that the Carlin was not a doting, maternal parent. She was cold and cruel and had made sure that her four sons were all pitted against each other. Competing for her favour. Trying to one-up each other.

And Lonan was so much younger than all the others. Just twenty-one. I was fairly sure his childhood had been tense and lonely. Long years of constantly looking over his shoulder for his lurking brothers and conniving mother, who had shaped him into a cold killer kept apart from everyone else.

“Fuck her,” I burst out, crawling forwards until I was leaning over Lonan, my hands gripping the armrest tight on either side of him. “Can you come here for your birthday? Even though it’s on that day. I’m guessing I won’t be going anywhere near whatever ceremony takes place.”

His throat bobbed. “I’ll have to go to the Midsith with the Carlin, and then there will be the celebration in the village after, which she will probably insist you attend. But… I could come here after that. That night.”

Black eyes flitted to me and away again just as fast. Long fingers played with the lacing on my trousers, brushing through the thin trail of hair leading from my navel.

I nodded fiercely. “We’ll celebrate your birthday that night then. Together.”

Lonan’s cheeks were pink. He hardly ever smiled—almost never—but he gave me one then; a tiny curl of his lips as he looked up at me. My throat ached at the sight.


Chapter Twenty-Six

As the first of November approached, I started making preparations for the winter at Lonan’s gentle insistence.

I made a big vat of the potion that would protect my plants from frost. I had to stuff the cauldron with muslin cloth to soak it up for six days—one for every month of colder weather during the Bitter Months. Then I hung it outside to let it dry before carefully folding it and putting it in the sideboard, ready for when the frost came and I would drape it over my plants.

I made the potion to warm the chicken coop. That one was exciting, because after pouring it into the jar and sealing the lid, a tiny ball of orange fire had flared, suspended in the liquid. It grew to about the size of a golf ball, and its light crept through the edges of the cupboard door when I stored it in the sideboard. At first, the sight of it had jarred me. I was so used to seeing cold unseelie fire now, which burned white-blue. But this fire was warm, a bright orange-yellow that soothed something in me.

Lonan brought some wood for me to make a little shelter round the back of the cottage, so I could still sit out with the wolf at night. He didn’t ask about the wolf. I wondered if he remembered me mentioning them during the game of favours. The cat always left before it got dark, so was long gone by the time Lonan showed up each night, and the wolf always waited for me round the back of the cottage, so he didn’t see him.

I went into the village a few days before the first of November—Samhain, when the Carlin would rise to her full power—to stock up on supplies. I had no idea how thick the snow would get, or how soon it would come, and I didn’t know if I’d be stuck at the cottage for a while, isolated from everyone else. At least Lonan would still be able to visit, turning into a big black crow to reach me quickly. I wasn’t worried. I actually quite liked the idea of us hidden away, tucked inside in the warmth of the cottage together.

Preparations were well underway for Samhain already. Folk had begun constructing a huge pyre on the field directly in front of the Carlin’s court days ago, and it was nearly ready. A huge effigy of a boar with enormous tusks had been created out of intricately woven twigs and dried leaves. It was incredibly lifelike, the detail meticulous, and it seemed kind of sad to me that it was going to be burnt.

Actually, it seemed spiteful. To put so much work into something, so much time and effort fuelled by hatred for the seelie fae, just because they wanted to watch it burn. It was entirely in keeping with my opinion of the Folk.

Like at my welcome party, stands and tents were being erected in the field beside the village, but these were luxuriously thick and well crafted, with fine details carved into the legs of the wooden stands and embossed patterns glimmering over the fabric of the tents.

At the top of the palace steps, guards had heaved the Carlin’s enormous throne outside, the four smaller versions for her sons sitting in pairs on either side. They would all have a front-row view of the tribute to the seelie going up in flames.

It wasn’t cold yet, but autumn was clearly coming to an end. The last of the leaves clung on desperately to the trees, going brown and faded even before they’d fallen.

Caom had delivered a thick sheepskin coat for me a couple of weeks ago, as well as leather gloves and sturdier winter boots. I’d insisted on paying him for them, because I didn’t want gifts from him. I didn’t want to owe him without knowing what his motivations were.

I trusted everyone even less now that I had Lonan, but I trusted him completely. He never tried to skirt around questions or give veiled answers. I could see the honesty in his face. We thanked each other all the time—for silly little things, like passing the other a mug of tea or bowl of stew—which I knew was a conspicuous sign of trust on his part. The Folk didn’t thank anyone for anything.

While the Folk prepared for Samhain, I prepared for Lonan’s birthday. I already knew what I was going to make for him. I planned on baking a loaf of fresh bread in the morning, and I’d made a new jar of marmalade, because he hungrily consumed slice after slice of bread smeared in the stuff.

He loved the rabbit stew I made, which secretly made me extra happy because it was the wolf who brought me rabbits for meat, so I was going to make that. I wanted to make him a cake, but I had no idea how to bake a sponge over an open fire. I made my bread in the cauldron, clamping a lid on top to trap the dry heat inside, but I didn’t think it would work the same.

Instead, I bought almonds and stem ginger coated in dark chocolate in the village. Lonan’s tastes ran closer to mine—he didn’t have such a sweet tooth like the rest of the Folk seemed to. He wasn’t a huge fan of coffee, but he loved the aniseed tea I preferred.

I also bought a beautiful dagger with a blade that gleamed gold and shifted to green in the light. Its handle was jet black and carved like twisting vines, and the moment I saw it I thought of Lonan. I hadn’t let myself be intimidated out of buying it, staring down the shopkeeper who’d sneered and told me that playing with fae weapons wouldn’t protect me from anything. At my insistence, he’d wrapped it in thick black cloth before dropping it unceremoniously on the counter and turning his back on me.

I made sure I had enough of the oil that I liked to drip into my bath. We still hadn’t had penetrative sex yet, and I wondered if he would want to on the night of his birthday. My stomach tightened with anticipation at the thought.

Wishing I had more to give him, I made a second jar of the warming potion, because he’d mentioned how cold the palace always was. I’d felt that for myself when I’d gone there for dinner. I liked the thought of him keeping something I’d made for him on his bedside, especially because there would be no doubt that it was from me. The warm orange fire would look out of the place in the cold white of the Carlin’s court. I wasn’t sure why the fire I made wasn’t unseelie—maybe because I was still mortal, and fire burned orange in the mortal world.

When I woke up on the morning of Samhain, my gut fizzed with excitement. Not for the start of the Bitter Months and the celebration that was coming later, but for the night I’d get to spend with Lonan.

I got up and dressed quickly, then went into the kitchen to make coffee before I started on my bread. While the dough proved, I carefully wrapped Lonan’s gifts in brown parchment paper tied with string, and left them neatly on the kitchen table.

I made the bed with clean sheets and got the living room fire ready to be lit that evening. Once my dough was risen and I’d carefully placed it in the cauldron to bake, I went outside to water my herb garden.

My back tensed when I heard a faint but raucous cheer go up in the village as I was leaning down to check on my plants. Straightening up, I warily walked to the front of the cottage and froze when the ground seemed to tremble under my feet.

Huge stallions were stampeding in this direction, their coats gleaming in the sun in shades of pearly white, icy blue and pale grey. But the one at the front was jet black, and I knew without a doubt who the rider was on its back.

Lonan’s black hair streamed behind him, his blade gripped easily in his hand as he urged his horse faster. He rode ahead of the Carlin on her shimmering white horse, because he was her killer. Her protector. The first to ride into any danger to ensure she stayed safe.

As he got closer, I could make out the sleek black armour covering his frame, the loose shirts he favoured nowhere in sight. It was adorned in silver embellishments, which glimmered in the sun alongside the blade in his hand and two on his back.

His brothers surrounded the Carlin, Balor and Bres either side of her on pale blue horses with Cethlen at her rear, riding confidently despite the fact that he couldn’t see. The Carlin sat upright on her horse, wearing a white dress glimmering with so many deep blue jewels that it almost blinded me. A delicate crown rested in her pale hair—white wood twisted round itself, with gnarled twigs protruding to clasp dark blue stones in their centres.

Her bronze teeth flashed with her fierce smile, staff gripped in her hand as she urged her horse to move faster. A small number of her court rode behind, mostly guards, with a few Folk deemed important enough to attend the exchange of power between the fae rulers.

The ground was vibrating under my feet as they got closer, but they weren’t heading towards me. They were heading directly for the forest.

The Folk back in the village were still cheering, and the shouts sharpened when Lonan’s steed leapt over the treeline and vanished, the rest of the group following soon after. The heavy pounding of the horses’ hooves cut off instantly, silence descending where I stood beside my cottage, staring at the place where Lonan had entered the forest.

Exhaling, I turned to head inside. They were really going to ride those giant horses through the forest? It looked thick in there, the trees big and heavy, although I couldn’t see far in thanks to the shadows that sucked up all the light.

I stopped dead in the centre of the living room, a sudden realisation making my breath catch.

If the Carlin was in the forest… would the hold she had keeping me on this land be broken? What if it bound me to her, not unseelie land, which meant I could go where she went?

I walked unsteadily back outside and to the rear of the cottage, staring into the forest. I could still remember the blinding pain of being thrown back past the treeline, but that wasn’t what made me hesitate.

Lonan’s face flashed in my mind. What if this worked and I could leave? Would I? Could I leave him? Walk off into the forest while I had my chance and never see him again?

My gut clenched miserably at the thought. I didn’t think I’d be able to do it. But I knew I had to try. I knew I’d always wonder if I didn’t. I’d hate myself for ignoring this potential opportunity to escape, just because I was growing infatuated with the unseelie assassin prince.

Taking a deep breath, I walked to the treeline and into the forest, everything becoming muffled to my ears. Tingles started spreading over my skin, and for a split second I thought it had worked. Then the pain exploded over every inch of my body, and I was flung back onto the grass.

I didn’t know quite what to make of my emotions as I stood up with a groan on shaky legs and limped back to the cottage.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The bread was baked, Lonan’s presents wrapped, and the stew was over the fire, simmering and ready for us when we got back tonight after the celebration. I’d had my bath and placed the vial of oil on my bedside, just in case.

I wore my black trousers and green shirt—though I didn’t tuck it in—because I was pretty sure Lonan would still be wearing that intriguing sleek armour when he showed up later, and I wanted to look nice for him.

By the time Caom knocked on the door to collect me for the celebration, I was jittery with nerves. I hadn’t heard the stampede of horses return yet, so I assumed all the Folk would already be at the village to witness the glory of the Carlin and her sons bringing the power back to the unseelie.

I didn’t want him to come in, so I quickly shrugged on my coat and gloves at the door and stepped outside.

“You’re eager,” Caom laughed, eyes flicking over me quickly before we started walking. “But are you eager for the party, or eager for the frost?”

I made a face. “Definitely not the frost. I don’t like the cold.”

Caom laughed again, slapping me on the back. “Then you are in for a miserable six months, my friend.”

He breathed deep, tilting his head up to the sky. “How can you not like the cold? Can you already smell it in the air? That means the Carlin is on her way back. The Bitter Months have begun. Unseelie lands will gleam with ice.”

I quirked a brow and stayed silent, traipsing beside him. I was already too hot in my coat, but the air was getting cooler rapidly.

Folk were already everywhere when we made it to the edge of the village. The party stretched all the way to the foot of the Carlin’s court, that huge pyre waiting to be lit at the base of the steps.

The long tables had been brought back out and were once again groaning under the sheer weight of the food crowding their surfaces. A suckling pig was being turned over a spit by the red-haired fae I’d seen before, and as I watched, two female Folk with long brown hair that reached their ankles heaved an enormous platter holding a gigantic joint of roast beef over and set it in the centre of the table.

Apples with pure white and unnatural pale blue skins were piled in high towers next to woven twig bowls of big white and black crickets that had been coated in a thick crust of sugar, so they glimmered like they were covered in ice.

In fact, most of the food on the table had been given a glaze or sugar crust to look frosty. I grimaced—even the plump, pink prawns had been coated in a shiny sugar shell. Why were the Folk so obsessed with sweet things? I just had to hope that the meat would be savoury, at least, but it had likely been doused in a honey glaze or sauce.

There was a tall wooden vase with lots of long, stiff things poking out. I assumed they were breadsticks, but as I peered closer I saw shimmering scales and tiny eyes.

“What are those?” I asked Caom, horrified.

He followed my gaze and let out a mean little snicker.

“A tribute to the Seelie Queen. Her precious snakes, frozen alive and coated in sugar.”

As was customary, Caom made a beeline straight for the stall where Idony and her sister were filling cups with wine and setting them out. We passed another stall with a wooden-framed chalkboard advertising crushed ice with a long list of flavours to pour on top. Some were normal—lemon, cherry liqueur, honey and elderflower. Others were weirder, and slightly worrying—fresh dirt, mushroom water, warm pig’s blood.

When we reached Idony’s stall, I realised they had a big copper drum over a low fire for warm spiced wine. I accepted a cup and sipped it gratefully as Caom downed his in one go before picking up another.

It was getting cold shockingly fast. Caom had said the Carlin was on her way back—that meant the Bitter Months had begun.

I jumped out of my skin when a shrieking wind drowned out all the sounds of the Folk laughing and the pipe music playing from somewhere nearby. Every single fae froze, before all heads turned in one direction. Towards the forest.

“They’re back!” Caom hissed to me excitedly, gripping my arm and dragging me towards the unlit pyre at the base of the court steps.

A few seconds later I heard the unrelenting pounding of hooves, and my stomach lurched at the thought of seeing Lonan again in his sleek armour, on his huge black horse.

When they appeared, a loud cheer went up from the gathered Folk. The Carlin was at the front this time, riding ahead of her four sons. Her one cobalt eye gleamed, her bronze teeth flashing as she grinned rabidly. When she lifted her staff high into the air, her subjects all cheered again.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at the histrionic display. They rode right up to the unlit pyre before the Carlin gracefully dropped from her horse, the long train of her dress fluttering down.

As the Folk cheered again, my eyes automatically slid to Lonan still sitting on the back of his horse. He looked fierce and intimidating up there—more fae than he ever had before, even when he’d still been cool and aloof and had gazed at me with cold black eyes.

The top third of his hair was twisted back into a long braid, and his black eyes were piercing yet indifferent as they slid over the crowd—until they reached me.

We stared at each other for a long moment, until the movement of Lonan’s brothers swinging down from their horses made him look away and do the same. They strode after the Carlin in silence, ascending the steps to the palace.

I jumped when a towering form lumbered past me carrying a huge lit torch. It was the deer-faced fae who’d grabbed me when I’d run after being captured. He slowly made his way to the side of the pyre and stopped, waiting as the crowd fell silent.

The Carlin turned at the top of the steps, her one eye sweeping over her subjects and her land beneath her. Her four sons stood in a line behind her.

“Unseelie,” she called, her bronze teeth flashing. “The Bitter Months are here. My frost will coat this land, bringing glorious ice and bitter chill. It will chase away the cloying warmth of the seelie rot, halting growth and new life.”

Well that wasn’t at all morbid.

She raised her staff into the air, and the crowd went completely still. As she brought it down with a loud crash, freezing wind rushed down the steps, making all the torches of cold unseelie fire flicker madly.

Icy air felt like needles in my throat, and I shivered hard, pulling my coat tighter around me.

“Light the fire,” the Carlin shouted in her raspy voice. “So we may watch our tribute to the Seelie Queen of Dawn, her cherished King of Boars, go up in flames.”

The deer-faced fae slowly moved the torch to the base of the pyre, and when the branches caught and went up in flames, the unseelie Folk screamed and cheered.

The Carlin smiled, the flames reflecting on her bronze teeth and flashing blue eye. With a sweep of her dress’s long train, she settled back into her throne. As one, her four sons sat either side of her.

The big deer-faced beast was lumbering back this way, and I tensed when he stopped and peered down at me.

“Still mortal, little one,” he said in his impossibly deep voice that seemed to make the ground tremble under my boots.

I didn’t say anything, staring up at him fearfully. He carried on walking, stabbing the huge torch into the ground on his way before lumbering off into the growing dark.

“Now you’ll really see the beauty of unseelie land,” Caom said, turning towards me with a wide smile. “Let’s go get a drink.”

I was still holding my cup of warm spiced wine, so I shook my head.

“Hello, Caom.” Belial’s calm voice made me turn. He nodded at me. “Ash.”

“Hi, Belial.” Caom shot him a distracted smile. “I was just about to go and get us a drink. I’ll get you one too.”

He was gone, heading towards Idony’s sister’s stall, before either of us could say anything else. I exhaled and turned back to Belial, taking in his black armour. It was similar to Lonan’s, but not quite as ornate. I remembered him wearing it the night the Folk had taken me.

“So you went with the Carlin?” I asked with a quirk of my brow. “In case she needed to poison anyone?”

“Poisons don’t only do harm, Ash,” Belial told me with a knowing look. “They can heal. Sometimes they are the only things that can heal an injury. Limbs removed or insidious power infecting someone’s core.”

“Limbs removed? What?” I stared at him. “You can reattach limbs with poison?”

“Yes.” Belial’s electric blue eyes were intense as he stared back at me. “It is agonising pain, but it can be done.”

I swallowed, shooting him a nervous smile. “Well, hopefully I never have any limbs cut off, then.”

His head dipped in a nod before he turned back to the pyre. “Indeed.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

My cheeks were flushed from the cold and the single cup of wine I’d allowed myself to have before switching to hot tea to chase away the chill. I forced myself to stay at the celebration until it got dark and the huge pyre was burning fiercely, some of the Folk already dancing drunkenly in its glow before the effigy of the boar had even been engulfed by the flames.

It all seemed so violent and sad to me, burning something that was supposed to represent the Mild Months. The months of new life and growth and warmth. My gut twisted as I stared up at it, standing beside Caom who raised his cup to the fire.

“To frost and ice and bitter chill,” he announced, nudging me with a grin.

I forced myself to smile back, but it was brittle. I had to turn away from the fire, and my eyes automatically drifted up the steps of the Carlin’s court.

I stared at Lonan, sitting in his throne and looking every inch the bored, cold prince he’d seemed the very first time I saw him, when I was taken to meet the Carlin after being brought here.

But I knew what hid beneath that mask now. I knew the warmth of his smooth skin, the heat of his mouth and tongue. How those black eyes flashed with pleasure and desire, how they softened when he was lying beside me.

I knew that he liked bitter marmalade and aniseed tea. That he fiddled with the buttons of his shirt when deep in thought, and always let out a little grunt when he languidly stretched out all his lithe limbs on the bed before getting up.

I knew what my name sounded like in his husky voice when he moaned it in my ear. I knew what his long, lean body felt like pressed tightly to mine with nothing between us.

The Carlin and her sons were far above us, at the top of the court steps. But as the pyre caught fully, blue-white fire flickered over their pale faces. The Carlin looked ravenous as she stared at the boar catching light with her one eye.

Balor’s deep blue eyes were cold and calculating as they swept over the Folk gathered below. Bres grinned viciously as he watched Folk dance and fall over drunk, his bronze teeth gleaming. Cethlen looked vacant, long fingers trailing over the head of the hellhound panting in his lap.

And Lonan’s black eyes were fixed on me.

His mask was still in place, but his eyes burned with want as he stared at me. The heat of the fire was almost unbearable on the side of my face as I stared back, unable to move.

When the Carlin rose from her throne, the movement automatically pulled my gaze away and towards her as the gathered Folk went quiet. I stiffened when I realised Balor was watching me, his blue eyes flickering in the unseelie fire.

The Carlin didn’t say a word. She barely looked at her subjects, who were waiting with bated breath for her to address them. As she turned and swept inside, through the huge double doors that the guards heaved open, her four sons silently rose and followed.

Rather than seem dejected, the Folk took their ruler’s exit as their cue to really let loose. A loud, ululating shriek went up from somewhere in the dark, making me jump, and then thumping drums and pipe music started up. Fae spun and danced drunkenly round the pyre, some of them looking dangerously close to falling into the flames.

“Now the party really begins.” Caom’s copper eyes flashed hungrily as he gripped my arm, trying to tug me closer to the fire. “Come and dance, Ash.”

I shook my head, stepping back and pulling my arm free. He followed, coming too close. His breath smelled like sweet fae wine.

“Come on, Ash. You have to enjoy yourself at some point.”

“I do enjoy myself,” I said stiffly, stepping back again. “But I don’t want to dance.”

He rolled his eyes, face twisting into sharp disdain for a moment. “How about a drink then? You’ve only had one cup. How are you ever going to shed your mortal skin if you don’t even try?”

“I am trying,” I snapped. “I don’t need to get drunk to do it.”

He huffed, turning away from me dismissively. “Stubborn mortal. I want to enjoy myself tonight.”

I forced myself to take a breath to stay calm. “And you can. You don’t need to babysit me. Go and enjoy yourself.”

As if suddenly realising this conversation wasn’t going in the direction he wanted, Caom turned pleading, slightly unfocused eyes back on me.

“Please, Ash? Don’t go yet. You don’t have to dance. Let’s go and get a drink from Idony.”

I let out a hard breath, eyes flicking up to the palace before I could stop them.

I nodded once. “Fine.”

I wasn’t going to have another drink, but I’d stay a few more minutes until Caom got distracted. I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to be in my cottage with Lonan, celebrating his birthday. Just us.

I eyed the palace furtively as I stood beside Caom at Idony’s sister’s stall. Which window was Lonan’s bedroom? Was he watching me right now? Waiting to see when I would leave so he could fly to the cottage as the crow and be there when I got back?

Looking away, I saw Caom swaying drunkenly and eyeing up a group of selkies. I pounced on my chance to make an easy exit, slipping away and walking hurriedly from the glow of the burning pyre.

As I started walking back to the cottage, excitement warmed my blood, chasing away the uncomfortable sensation I’d experienced as I watched the Folk burn their tribute to the seelie fae.

My shoulders unclenched when the raucous laughter and shrieks and music faded. The air was already freezing now and felt heavy with impending snow. The icy grass crunched under my boots as I walked, pulling my coat tighter around me, grateful for my gloves.

I hoped I’d get back to the cottage before Lonan so that I’d have time to light the fire and make sure it was warm for him when he arrived. But as I approached the little stone building on the edge of unseelie land, I saw the crow sitting on its roof and smiled.

I heard the flap of its wings as I opened the cottage door, and then Lonan’s hands were cupping my shoulders from behind. Warm lips pressed against my neck above the collar of my coat.

“How was it?” I asked as we stepped inside, turning to face him as I shrugged off my coat. He was still wearing that sleek black armour.

He shrugged uncomfortably. “The same as it always is. Barbed words and veiled threats.”

I wanted to ask what actually happened—how the power was transferred—but I didn’t think he’d want to get into all of that tonight. Besides, it was his birthday. Fuck the Carlin and the other queen and their pathetic little feud.

“Let me light the fire and then we’ll eat,” I said as I tugged off my boots. “I made the stew you like. And some bread for you to have later when you’re hungry again. And marmalade.”

“I’ll light it,” he said, following me into the living room. I heard his breath hitch, like he wasn’t sure what to say, before he asked, “Did you… make those things for me?”

I turned to face him with a grin, crossing the distance between us and kissing him.

“Of course. For your birthday.” Then I wrapped my arms round his neck, feeling his hands slip beneath my shirt to palm my skin. “Happy birthday.”

Lonan gazed at me, his eyes dark and solemn, but they tightened with a rush of want before he leaned in and kissed me hard.

“Thank you,” he murmured when we broke apart.

I gave his firm backside a pat, grinning at him again before stepping back. “Okay, you light the fire and I’ll get our dinner.”

I felt flushed already as I made my way into the kitchen, feeding the hearth a fresh log before grabbing two wooden bowls. The stew was fragrant with thyme and meat as I ladled it into the bowls, then got two cups to fill with water. I’d make us tea later, after cleaning out the cauldron.

Lonan had lit the fire and the candles dotted around the living room—and bedroom—by the time I got back. My gut clenched at the sight of the candlelight flickering in the bedroom. I wondered what he would want to do later when we inevitably stumbled to the bed.

We sat cross-legged on the rug to eat, closer to the fire as it slowly started warming up the cool room. I told Lonan about the potion I was thinking of trying, just a silly little one that would create a special feed to make my hens’ eggs even larger.

Once we’d finished, I took our bowls into the kitchen and collected his presents. Lonan’s eyes tracked them with a hint of confusion as I carried them into the living room and sat down, placing them on the rug between us.

“What are those?” he asked.

I laughed. “Your birthday presents.”

He slowly looked from the pile to me. “You… got me presents?”

“Of course I did.” I flushed and gestured at the small pile. “I couldn’t get you much, but hopefully you like them. And I’m sure you have whatever you want at the court, but… they’re just little things.”

“I’ve never—” He stopped himself, swallowing hard as he stared at the gifts wrapped in brown paper and twine. “Thank you.”

I was fairly certain of what he’d started to say, and the burning urge to march into the palace and punch the Carlin and her other sons in the face made my jaw clench. She was a fool for not seeing how wonderful he was. For trying to mould him into nothing but a cold, unfeeling assassin because that was what suited her.

“Start with these ones,” I said, picking up the wrapped bags of chocolate-covered almonds and ginger and passing them to him. “They’re just little things, because I wanted to make you a cake but couldn’t work out how.”

I forced myself to shut up, knowing I was ruining the surprise before he’d even opened them. Lonan’s fingers were hesitant as he carefully undid the string and pulled away the sides of the paper, like he didn’t even want to rip it.

He looked up at me with a tiny smile after unwrapping the treats. “I like these very much.”

“I thought you would.” I grinned and nodded at them. “We can have them later for dessert. Before you have your bread and marmalade.”

He ate even more than I did, his appetite voracious. It soothed something in me to feed him here, to see him relaxed enough to eat and drink while he lounged on the sofa or in bed with me.

“You might be able to guess this one,” I said as I handed him the wrapped jar, its warmth and a faint orange glow emanating through the paper.

When he just stared down at it after unwrapping it, the orange glow shining through his long, pale fingers as he cradled it in his hands, I said nervously, “I thought—You said it’s cold in the palace, and there wasn’t much else I could make you.”

“It’s wonderful,” he murmured, keeping his head bent. “Thank you.”

Then he looked up at me with another smile—a wider one. I was getting lots of smiles from him tonight. His eyes were bright in the firelight, the blue-white unseelie fire in the hearth mingling with the orange glow reflecting off the planes of his face.

I swallowed and handed him the last present.

“You don’t really need this one, but…” I shrugged, trailing off as I watched him unwrap it.

He pulled free the cloth and stared down at the dagger, lifting it reverently in his hands.

“I know you don’t really need more weapons.” I chuckled awkwardly.

“It’s beautiful,” he said softly, then looked up at me with solemn black eyes. “The blade is the colour of your eyes.”

I laughed. “My eyes don’t look like that.”

He nodded, carefully folding the dagger back into the cloth. “They do.”

I wasn’t prepared when he lunged at me, kissing me deep before trailing more kisses down my neck. “Thank you, Ash.”

His voice was unsteady, and he kept his face buried in my neck for long moments. I threaded my fingers through his hair, kissing his temple.

“You’re welcome.”

We stayed that way for long minutes, until Lonan let out a shaky breath and leaned back, keeping his eyes averted. “Shall we have some of the chocolate?”

I nodded, getting to my feet. “I’ll make us some tea.”

I sensed he might have appreciated a few minutes to himself, so I went into the kitchen and ladled the rest of the stew into a big glass bowl before cleaning out the cauldron to boil water for tea. When I went back into the living room with two steaming mugs, he was still sitting cross-legged in front of the fire, his head bent and the glowing jar in his hands.

He looked up quickly when I sat down in front of him, giving me a small smile as he took the mug I offered. “Thank you.”

After taking a sip, he opened the chocolate almonds and held the bag out to me. I took one and nibbled it as Lonan shoved three into his mouth and crunched down, making me smile.

“I like the armour,” I said with a grin as I rubbed my socked foot over his thigh. “Very sexy.”

He glanced up at me and away, cheeks flushing faintly as he grabbed the bag of ginger and opened it. “It’s ceremonial.”

I chuckled, watching as he bit into a piece of chocolate-covered ginger. The fire crackled softly, but I could faintly hear the thumping drums of the party far away.

“I’m guessing the party will go on all night.”

Lonan nodded. “And well into tomorrow. Until they can no longer stand or dance.”

“I wasn’t expecting the giant horses.” I chuckled and nudged his knee with my foot. “You looked good up there. Scary and ruthless.”

He cleared his throat, looking down as he toyed with an almond. “The ride was uneventful. It normally is. Most Folk respect the changing of the seasons, even solitary ones who live in the forest.”

He hesitated, then looked up at me with a tiny, sad smile. “The Carlin said she felt you try to leave.”

My gut clenched painfully.

“I just wanted to see if it—if her being in the forest meant I could go in there.” I reached over and clenched his fingers in mine. “I wouldn’t leave you.”

The words hung there heavily in the ensuing silence. I felt painfully exposed, but I couldn’t take them back now. I cleared my throat, taking a sip of tea before setting the mug on the rug beside me to keep my eyes averted. From the corner of my eye, I saw Lonan do the same.

When I eventually looked up, he was staring at me, his chest rising fast. Then he lunged, knocking me onto my back with a grunt before kissing me hard, tasting of almonds and ginger and dark chocolate.

“I want you to be happy. And safe,” he said shakily, staring down at me. “And warm and whole and—and…”

I laughed, wrapping my arms round his neck, grateful to move past how vulnerable the moment had made me feel. “I’m all of those things right now.”

“I want you to stay that way. Forever.”

That made me pause, going still as I stared up at him.

“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked, already too aware that he might not be able to answer me. It hurt.

He stared down at me, face agonised for a moment before he buried it in my neck.

“I want you so much, Ash.” His voice shook, low and husky. “More than anything.”

My breath caught as I stared up at the ceiling, my fingers twining in his hair. He wouldn’t be able to say that if it wasn’t true. He couldn’t lie.

I gently disentangled myself from him and stood up, catching his fingers and pulling him up with me.

“Come with me,” I said, as I led him to the bedroom.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Lonan moaned low into my mouth, naked over me on the bed. His hips moved with tiny thrusts, brushing the side of his hard length against mine.

My hands roamed over every inch of him I could reach, sliding down his back and over the swell of his ass before I gripped the plump mounds tight and groaned against his lips.

Lonan pulled his mouth away to kiss along my jaw and down the side of my neck. He bit gently at my nipple, making me jerk, before licking it softly and continuing down. I was already breathing quicker before he even reached my cock, and I gasped when he mouthed at the head.

Black eyes glanced up and met mine as he licked the pre-cum off his lips. My breath hitched as I stared down at him, my lower lip caught between my teeth.

He held my gaze as he dropped wet, tonguing kisses down my length and over my sac. He still held it as he turned his head slightly to kiss my inner thigh, making me jerk when his teeth sank in gently.

His gaze grew hesitant when I felt long fingers trail down my thighs and round to the backs of my knees. Then he was urging my knees up and out, spreading my thighs as wide as they could go and tilting my hips slightly. I let out a hard breath, my cock jerking on my belly with the realisation at what was coming.

He kissed slowly up my inner thigh, his black eyes nervous when they flicked back up to my face to gauge my reaction. I sighed with pleasure and relaxed into the bed, making it clear that I was absolutely on board with what he had planned.

When Lonan’s tongue flickered over my hole, he moaned desperately while I let out a pleasured grunt. He licked again and again, hands feverishly grabbing the backs of my thighs and tilting my hips higher so his tongue could get deeper.

“F-fuck,” I gasped, hands fisting in his hair as he moaned against me and swirled his tongue. “Fuck, Lonan. Don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” he murmured hoarsely against me before his tongue probed at my softened hole. I choked when it slipped inside.

“Oh fuck.” My chest was heaving, cock leaking all over my belly and nuts already pulled up tight. “Oh my god.”

His guttural moan made me shake as it vibrated through me. He licked frantically, arms wrapping around my thighs and yanking my hips even higher, making me laugh until it turned into a desperate sound when his tongue thrust inside me again.

“Lonan,” I moaned shakily when his tongue slid up my taint to lap at my balls. He sucked, mouth feverishly hot, fine brows pinched with lust and lowered over his eyes.

“Oh fuck.” I gripped his hair tighter, my fingers trembling. “You’re gonna make me come.”

“Yes,” he rasped, lips trailing back down to brush my hole. “Here. I want to feel it here,” he murmured before pushing his tongue back inside.

“Oh my god.” As if in fervent agreement, my hole clenched around his tongue. My eyes rolled back, and I had to gently pull his head back as my body started to shake. “N-not yet. I don’t want to come yet.”

Lonan let out an unhappy grunt but sat up, breathing hard as he stared at me, his hands still gripping my thighs tight.

I licked my dry lips and raised myself up on a straightened arm, reaching out to skim my fingertips over his cock. It was flushed pink and so hard it throbbed, the head swollen and dripping. Lonan gasped when I spread that wetness over the slit with my fingertip.

Sliding my hand down, I trailed my fingers over his balls and along the smooth stretch of skin to lightly run the pad of my index over his hole. It clenched in reaction as Lonan exhaled a hard breath.

“Do you touch yourself like this?” I murmured, my cock bucking at the way his fingers gripped my thighs tighter as I continued circling his hole softly.

“Yes,” he admitted in a low voice, black eyes gazing at me pleadingly.

“What do you think about?”

I wanted to work out what he wanted, because I suspected he didn’t even fully know. He was shaking with lust, his dark eyes clouded by it.

Lonan bit his lip and shuddered, pre-cum dripping from the head of his cock.

“I… I imagine how you feel inside.” Black eyes met mine, burning. “What it would feel like to be under your skin.”

I shivered, crooking my finger to slip just the tip inside. Lonan gasped, his hole clenching tight around my first knuckle.

“Do you want to find out?” I asked quietly, sliding my hand up to squeeze his cock. It was as hard as iron. “Do you want to know what it feels like to put this inside me?”

“Ash.” Lonan’s voice was ragged, his cock jerking in my grip and leaking even more. “Y-yes. Please.”

I released him, lying back and propping my feet up higher to expose myself completely to him. He was breathing hard, black eyes wide as he stared down between my legs.

I reached over and grabbed the vial of oil, fumbling to pull out the stopper.

“You have to get me ready,” I said, passing it to him.

“I—” He exhaled shakily, took the bottle of oil, then swallowed and nodded once.

I relaxed and settled an arm behind my head as I grinned at him, because I could tell he was nervous.

“It’ll feel good,” I told him. “I’ll enjoy it, don’t worry.”

Lonan just swallowed and nodded again, pouring some oil into his palm before slicking up his hands. My hips jerked when he fisted my cock and stroked reverently, slicking it before sliding his palm down to cup my balls. His other hand trembled as he reached between my legs, and then his fingertip was running over my hole in a slippery circle.

I bit down on my lower lip, avidly watching his hands on me. My hips jerked again when he carefully slid a long finger inside, and my free hand shot down to palm my dick.

“Keep going,” I rasped, stroking my cock as Lonan gently squeezed my balls. “Two fingers.”

He huffed out a shaky breath and obeyed, pulling free before carefully sinking two inside. I shuddered, squeezing my cock when it bucked eagerly.

“Ash.” He was panting, his own prick jerking between his legs as he watched his fingers sliding in and out.

He pushed them deeper, and I jerked with a moan when they grazed my prostate on their retreat. So he did it again, and again, faster and faster until I was panting and jerking my cock furiously in time.

“Okay,” I gasped. “Okay. P-please—Lonan—fuck me.”

He didn’t hesitate now, his black eyes wild with lust as he slicked his cock and hooked an arm under my knee. His other hand clenched the base of his shaft tight as he notched the head against my hole. I let out a shaky breath, bearing down until the head slipped inside.

“F-fuck.” Lonan shuddered, black hair hanging in his face as he stared down at his cock sinking inside me.

I moaned, stroking my dick to keep my lust simmering through the sting of him stretching me open. When his hips met my ass, we both groaned.

Lonan hooked his other arm under my knee and leaned forwards, breathing hard as he thrust his tongue into my mouth. The angle pushed his cock even deeper, and I moaned desperately into his mouth as I wrapped my arms round his neck.

“Ash.” He panted against my lips, hips rocking and pushing his cock inside me over and over. “I don’t—I don’t know how long I’ll last.”

I smiled and squeezed around his tunnelling cock, just to hear his choked moan.

“Me neither.” I kissed him again. “It doesn’t matter.”

Lonan seemed to take that as his cue, because his hips sped up as he looked down between our bodies so he could watch. He let out another moan, shuddering as he started fucking me harder and faster, the head of his cock occasionally grazing over my prostate and making me tremble wildly.

He lifted his head and stared down at me, his black eyes pinning me in place as I gripped his hair and moaned with every thrust.

“Uh—uh—uh—uh—” I was being far too loud, but I couldn’t control it.

Lonan seemed to like it, his teeth clenching and flashing sharp, his hips pounding harder and faster the louder I got until he was fucking me furiously, the sound of our skin smacking together filling the cottage.

My legs were shaking where they were hooked over his elbows, spreading me impossibly wide for his hard cock as he pumped it inside me. Endless black eyes bored into mine, hungrily consuming every hitch of my breath and anguished pinch of my brows as I stared back up at him.

He dipped his head to flick his tongue between my parted lips, making me gasp.

“I’m so close, Ash.” His husky voice shook, hips stuttering and getting jerky.

“M-me too,” I hitched, clutching at his hair too tight.

My hands were wrenched free when Lonan lurched up, black eyes wild as he wrapped his arms around my thighs and jerked me tighter against his cock. I choked out a moan, hands flying up to clutch at the headboard.

When a trembling hand fisted my cock and pumped as fast as Lonan’s frantically pounding hips, I cried out, my head craning back into the pillow.

My hips strained, rim clenching his shaft as it tunnelled inside me. My fingers scrabbled frantically over Lonan’s flexing thighs as my cock swelled, getting impossibly hard in his fist.

“I can’t—” I could hardly breathe, and my fingers dug into his knees as the orgasm hit, my balls wrenching up painfully fast. “Oh fuck.”

Lonan let out a helpless groan as my cock started firing rope after rope of cum, my body shaking wildly with overwhelming pleasure. I was still coming when he shouted hoarsely and slammed his cock deep, hips jerking against my ass with each spurt inside me. I moaned again at the feel of his cock flexing, at the sight of his flushed face, black eyes flashing with ecstasy and plump lips parted as he moaned.

He shuddered hard as his orgasm ended, chest heaving with his panting breaths as he hunched over me. Black hair hung in his face, a few damp strands stuck to his temples. My hand shaking, I reached up to brush them back. I bit down on my lip to hold back a smile when Lonan raised his face and gazed at me. He looked as wrecked as I felt.

Tugging him down, I kissed him slow and deep. Both of us moaned when he carefully slid out and relaxed on top of me.

“Was it how you imagined?” I asked with a smile against his mouth.

Lonan exhaled a shuddering breath.

“It was better than I could have ever imagined.”

He buried his face in my neck, and I melted as I pressed kisses over the side of his damp face and hair.

Lonan eventually shifted, settling on his back beside me with a groan. I smiled when he stretched, that little grunt escaping from the back of his throat. His skin was damp and flushed, cock relaxed against his thigh and gleaming with oil and his release. I knew I had to go and clean up. Everything was oily and slightly uncomfortable below my waist, but it could wait.

I chuckled breathlessly, my heartrate slowing. “So have you had a good birthday?”

Lonan glanced over at me, and a wide grin stretched his mouth for just a second before it was gone. “Yes. The best.”

My chest clenched tight. I blindly found his hand and brought it to my mouth, kissing across his knuckles. “Good.”

We lay in contented silence for a while. I could feel myself drifting off, my body totally relaxed and boneless. When Lonan shifted, I blinked my sleepy eyes open.

He propped himself up on his elbow and looked down at me, black eyes drifting from mine to the tiny feather nestled at the base of my throat.

“What will you use it for?” he asked, reaching out and fingering it.

I grinned, stretching my arms over my head. “I don’t know.”

I reached up and cupped his face, my throat tightening when he turned his head to nuzzle my palm without even seeming to realise he was doing it.

His black eyes stayed locked on the favour. “Don’t waste it.”

I huffed a little laugh. “Why, because a favour from you is so rare?”

He shook his head, absently kissing my palm. “Don’t waste it asking for something I’ll do for you anyway.”

I stared up at him. “Well, what will you do for me without it?”

I was half teasing, but my breath caught when Lonan’s black eyes met mine, sombre but filled with something too intense for me to name.

“Anything.”


Chapter Thirty

Lonan stayed for the whole night.

While it made me incredibly happy to sleep beside him, it also saddened me to realise that he wasn’t worried about being missed by his family on his birthday. That they wouldn’t even notice he wasn’t there.

Last night, we’d eventually dragged ourselves out of bed to get some water and Lonan had hungrily wolfed down a few slices of bread and marmalade in the quiet warmth of the kitchen, the low flames of the dying fire flickering over his nude body.

After he was done, I’d silently tangled my fingers with his and led him back to bed, desperately hoping he wouldn’t tell me that he had to leave and start getting dressed.

He didn’t. After I’d blown out the candles, he climbed in beside me without a word and immediately wrapped his arms round me from behind, pulling me back into the cradle of his body. I fell asleep almost instantly.

I woke up with him still wrapped round me, his warm, even breaths tickling my shoulder and telling me that he was still asleep. Before I could carefully spin round to look at him, he was jerking awake, his body tensing against me before he relaxed again. My lips pulled down as I wondered if that was how he woke up every morning, tense and expecting something awful, but I forced myself to smile as I spun in his arms.

“Morning.” My voice was croaky from sleep and my pleasured yells from the night before.

I shivered when the blanket slipped down, cold air rushing in. I pulled it up higher, burrowing deeper as he nuzzled my face.

“Good morning.”

I shivered again, this time from the sound of his husky voice. It was even deeper than usual from sleep. I closed my eyes as warm lips pressed against my cheek.

“Can you stay a bit longer?” I rasped, hand creeping out to slide up his stomach and chest. “Can we go back to sleep for a while?”

“I should probably go.”

I sighed and forced my eyes back open, kissing his chin before rolling onto my back and stretching. I smiled when Lonan draped himself over me, kissing my chest before resting his cheek there.

“This doesn’t look like leaving,” I said as I threaded my fingers through his messy hair.

“In a minute,” he mumbled, warm hand trailing down my hip beneath the blanket and resting lightly over my relaxed shaft. It twitched in response.

Long minutes passed in contented silence, and I grew convinced that Lonan had fallen back to sleep before a brisk knock at the door made us both jump.

Lonan panicked. He jerked up, and before I could even blink the blanket suddenly fluttered down, the space beside me empty. The crow flapped its wings once before scrambling onto the floor.

“It’s okay,” I whispered, quickly getting out of bed and shoving on my shorts. The room was freezing, and as I glanced at the window I could see nothing but a blanket of white.

“Holy shit, it’s snowed,” I whispered, then peered worriedly over at the bed. Lonan had vanished.

I really, really hoped it wasn’t Caom at the door. I couldn’t be bothered to fake smiles and fend off any advances. In fact, anger burned in me for him interrupting my blissful morning with Lonan. I was already scowling when I flung open the door.

I blinked at the naked kelpie standing there, a long piece of pondweed barely concealing anything of his pale body.

Odran nodded once, black eyes glistening green in the snow’s reflection. “Ash.”

“What…” I looked around at endless white fields, everything having been completely covered in snow overnight. “What are you doing here?”

“I have something for you.” He lifted the waterlogged book in his hands and held it out. “It could help.”

I automatically reached out to take the book, its leather cover sodden and already icing over. “What?”

I shivered from the freezing air rushing in and hitting my chest. The cold didn’t seem to be affecting Odran at all, even though he was almost completely naked. Even his feet were bare, and the snow reached his ankles.

“We are doing what we can,” the kelpie said, eyes hooded as he flicked a glance behind me into the cottage. “Trying to find ways to help. This may help.”

“We?” I asked, staring at him. “You and Nua?”

He nodded and turned to leave. “Stay safe, Ash.”

I stared after him as he started walking in the direction of the nearest lake, but when my eyes flicked down unbidden to his pale, flexing backside, I flushed and quickly shut the door.

Not sure what to do with the book, I placed it down beside the fire in the living room and went into the bedroom.

“It’s safe,” I said to the empty room. “He’s gone.”

The crow hopped out from under the bed. Lonan appeared from a twist of black smoke, standing there naked, his body tense.

“Who was that?”

“The kelpie.”

He stiffened then scowled, fingers flexing as his eyes darted down to the blade discarded on the floor beside his armour.

“Why was the kelpie here?”

“He gave me a book.” I gestured towards it through the bedroom door, shrugging. “I kept an eye out for him when I was first here, thinking he might be able to help me escape. But he never showed his face, so…”

Lonan was still, eyes fixed on the book behind me. “What book is it?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t looked yet.” I went tense as I looked at him, my stomach clenching into a knot. “Are you going to tell your mother?”

His eyes shot to my face, brows pinching as they flickered with hurt. “No.”

“I’m sorry,” I blurted immediately, crossing the room to take his hand. “I didn’t mean it like—I know you wouldn’t.”

He exhaled, reaching up to rub his face. “No, I understand.”

He gave me a tiny, forced smile, leaning in to kiss my cheek.

“I should go. Leave you to have a look at it.”

“You don’t have to go,” I blurted immediately, flushing. “We can look together. It might—it might help me shed my mortal skin.”

Lonan froze at that, then his face did something complicated before he could mask his emotions. Like the thought of it both devastated and relieved him at the same time.

He nodded once.

“Maybe it will,” he said, kissing my cheek again before stepping away to get dressed. “But I have to go. I’ve been gone too long.”

I exhaled, shoulders sagging as I watched him shrug on his shirt before I forced myself to get dressed for the day.

He gave me one last, long kiss before he left. I wrapped his presents into a piece of cloth so he could grip it between his talons when he turned into a crow. He twisted into the bird at the doorstep without taking a single step outside. I wondered if he didn’t want to leave any footprints in the snow, though the kelpie’s were still there.

I forced myself to smile at him as he carefully gripped the bag in his talons and flew off. Once I could no longer see him, I went back inside and started the fires in the kitchen and living room, pouring water into the cauldron to make tea.

Then I knelt on the rug with the book. It was still damp, but getting warm from the fire. I was fairly sure the ink would have run entirely and the writing would be completely illegible when I opened it—I was guessing the kelpie had brought it here from the lake, though I had no idea how he travelled between lakes from the forest to unseelie land.

The pages inside were sodden but the ink hadn’t run at all. It was drying quickly. I couldn’t see the first page of the book, its title, because several loose pieces of paper were tucked inside the front cover.

I lifted them up and carefully unfolded them, fearful that they would rip along the wet folds. Then I stared at what was written. They were covered in utter gibberish. Broken sentences. Lone words. Single stanzas, like someone had started writing a poem and given up quickly.

Some of it was written in a messy, scratchy handwriting that looked shaky in some places and too big and loopy in others. Like the writer hadn’t even been looking—or maybe they’d been drunk—when they scribbled the words.

But some of the phrases and sentences were in a handwriting I recognised. Because it was Nua’s. It was the same looping cursive scroll as the notes. I recognised the Ns instantly, with their long, curling, elegant tail.

I read over everything on the pages again and again, trying to make sense of any of it.

Black shapes lurk always watching

Death warms him

cold it’s cold it’s cold it’s cold

scrape him clean frost brings fire

The Carlin’s frost will steal his breath

The Carlin’s frost will steal his breath

The Carlin’s frost will steal his breath

it burns like coals scouring it off he hurts he won’t be able to stand it

his first life gone

Blue eyes black fur the gleam of silver dark blood ice and grass golden skin new skin that shines he makes it brother my brother my brother

whispered promises forgotten vows

Death weeps

Shivers broke out over every inch of me. Were these about me? If so, that was terrifying. ‘Death warms him’? What did that mean? I thought of Ankou—that big fae in the wide-brimmed hat, with his monstrous dog—and shuddered. Was he watching me? Did that mean I was… going to die soon?

‘The Carlin’s frost will steal his breath’. I stared at the words, trying to rationalise them. The Bitter Months were here, when the Carlin’s power was at its peak and her ice and frost and snow covered the unseelie lands. Was that what it meant?

‘Scrape him clean’. That made me shiver. It sounded far too close to the phrase I heard constantly; shed your mortal skin.

And death weeps. Why would death weep?

I quickly shoved the papers to the side and picked up the book, my stomach twisting with terror and dread the longer I thought about the words written on those pages.

A History of Spellsmiths

I stared at the book’s title. Spellsmith? What was a spellsmith? And why had Nua and Odran given me this? Nua kept telling me to work on the potioncraft. He’d said being a drachmsmith was my calling.

A slow, loud knock at the door made me jump out of my skin. Heart pounding, I quickly gathered up the book and the sheets of paper. I stuffed the latter under my mattress with the notes and left the book on the bedside table.

I froze when I opened the door, staring into the deep, cobalt blue eyes of the Carlin’s eldest son.

Balor’s pure white hair was twisted back into a long braid, and he was dressed in an ostentatious white fur coat over black leather trousers and a pale blue shirt. He gave me a sneering smile, eyes sweeping down over my form with disdain.

“I trust you enjoyed the Samhain festivities yesterday.”

I swallowed, nodding silently. I wanted to reach up and make sure Lonan’s favour was hidden under my shirt, but didn’t dare.

Balor watched me for a moment longer, his gaze piercing, before his mouth twisted into another unfriendly smile. “Have you seen my brother?”

I forced myself to remain completely still, my fingers tightening, unseen, around the door handle.

“No.” My voice was mercifully steady. “Why would I have?”

Balor let out a tiny snort at that, which made my stomach clench up into a tight knot of fear.

What did he know? Had he been spying on me too?

His cobalt eyes, so similar to the Carlin’s single one, were far too interested as they peered behind me into the cottage. “May I come in?”

I stiffened. I absolutely did not want him anywhere inside, infecting my one safe space with his cruel coldness and all-seeing gaze.

“Why would you want to?” I said, staring at him flatly.

His eyes narrowed, jaw clenching as he ground his teeth for a moment. With a sneering huff, he flicked his gaze away from me.

“I see you’ve already had visitors today.”

I tensed as I followed his cobalt eyes down to the footprints in the snow. When our gazes met again, I just shrugged. Balor’s eyes narrowed just a little before he gave me a sneering smile.

“And what did the kelpie want?”

I pressed my tongue hard to the roof of my mouth, a little bolt of fear flashing through me. “It wasn’t a kelpie.”

“No? So if I followed these footprints, they wouldn’t lead me directly to the lake?”

“I don’t know,” I shot back. “But if that’s really how an unseelie prince likes to spend his time, sniffing after tracks in the snow like a dog, you go right ahead.”

Balor’s top lip twitched. “Watch how you speak to me, boy.”

“Why? Because you’ll send your little brother here to kill me if you don’t like my tone?”

I didn’t say it to be patronising about Lonan, but to piss Balor off—to make him feel weak. Because he was. Lonan was the strong one. The one with the awful job, with all the burdens to bear. Balor just spied on Folk getting drunk and making bets and fucking with each other.

But the eldest prince just sneered. “Wouldn’t that be a sight. Maybe I should. Maybe I should go and tell the Carlin, so that she sends Lonan here to slice open your belly and rip out your innards with his bare hands. Do you think he could bring himself to do it?”

I pursed my lips, resisting the urge to take a step back. This was why I hated the Folk. Hated interacting with any of them except Lonan. They all twisted my words—they all made me feel foolish and like I was in way over my head just speaking to them.

“Why wouldn’t he?” I said stiffly, knowing it was idiotic to keep goading him.

But I didn’t like the way he said Lonan’s name. I didn’t like what he was insinuating—that he knew more than I’d realised. I didn’t want to give him anything that could lead him to the truth, because I was positive that if the Carlin found out I was in a relationship with her youngest son, it would be very bad.

Balor huffed a vicious, amused sound. “Indeed. Why wouldn’t he. He is fae, just like the rest of us. We’re not known for our soft feelings and tender words, are we, mortal? Unless, of course, they are getting us exactly what we want.”

His teeth were sharp and gleaming white in the snow when he grinned widely at me.

“Well, if you do happen to see my dear little brother, do tell him I’m looking for him, won’t you?” He turned without waiting for an answer. “Enjoy the Bitter Months, boy. I’m sure that this time will remain sharp in your memory for years to come.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean? Foreboding bubbled like a thick, insidious potion in my gut as I watched him walk away.


Chapter Thirty-One

It had been roughly a month since Samhain and the start of the Bitter Months. I was getting better at tracking the passing of time with the moon’s cycles, as well as telling what time of day it was from the placement of the sun. Even though the land was covered in thick snow and icicles dripped from the trees, the sun still shone brightly, the sky’s marbled colours fainter than they had been during the summer.

I hadn’t been fully prepared for how bitterly cold it would get in a rush. The change was almost instant. I hated the cold, but I could admit that the unseelie lands looked beautiful in the winter. The snow glittered in the sun, and even from my cottage I could sometimes see the blinding gleam of it reflecting off the nearby lake.

I’d put my little warming jar in the chicken coop and covered my plants with the muslin cloth that had been soaked in protective potion. I sat under the shelter I’d made with the wolf at night once Lonan had left, wrapped up in my coat and gloves and grateful for his thick, coarse fur that kept away the chill.

Caom didn’t come by as often, saying it was hard to get here in the snow. It didn’t bother me at all. I had Lonan, and the wolf and the cat. I didn’t need anyone else.

I bumped into him in the village one day, when I’d gone there to stock up on some things on my own. I was less intimidated by the Folk now. I knew Lonan was watching, and I knew he wouldn’t let them do anything awful to me.

That was confirmed when Caom asked me if I wanted to go to the café, which had drawn my eyes towards its windows. Lonan had given me more coffee when I’d run out, so I still hadn’t set foot in there.

I stilled when I realised the fae working behind the counter wasn’t the same one who’d spat at me before. This one was a short, stubby female with grey skin and beady black eyes and thin, needle-like teeth.

“Where’s the owner?” I asked Caom.

“Oh.” He glanced back briefly at the café, mouth twisting. “Gone. He’s been gone for ages.”

“Gone?” I tore my eyes from the café to Caom. “Where did he go?”

He grimaced. “No, gone. He must have displeased the Carlin somehow.”

Maybe I was more like the Folk than I realised, because I felt only fierce, vicious satisfaction that the creature who had spat at me was gone. I knew what that meant. I knew what Lonan had done.

And I knew he’d done it for me.

Despite the café being under new ownership, I didn’t take Caom up on his offer. I said I had some shopping to do and left him, ignoring his parting words about how I never came out for drinks with them anymore.

Why would I? I’d only done it because I’d been hoping to see Lonan, and now I saw him every night. I hadn’t enjoyed myself, ignoring Caom’s sultry glances the drunker he’d got, sitting there painfully aware that Idony despised me for no reason at all. I hadn’t minded speaking to Belial, but he wasn’t my friend.

I made my purchases in the village. Ink, yeast from the baker to make bread, the chocolate almonds Lonan liked, some vegetables, and bath oil. We were getting through the oil at an almost alarming rate, fucking as often as my body allowed it.

The intense craving for each other hadn’t faded at all, even though we were intimately comfortable with one another now. It had taken time, but Lonan now treated the cottage like it was both of ours, which made me unspeakably happy. He’d stretch and kiss me before slipping out of bed to make us tea or get something to eat, sometimes remaining naked, other times pulling on my old shorts like they were his.

He started sleeping with me in my bed more and more, though he always rose before it got light to leave, no doubt still wary after the near miss with the kelpie. He’d wake me briefly with soft, murmured words and kisses over my face or shoulders, telling me he’d see me that night.

I’d never been so in tune with another person. I’d never wanted someone so much. I was in love with him. I knew that without a doubt.

The urge to tell him was growing more overwhelming, but the thought of doing so terrified me. He’d opened up to me, but he was still fae. Could they even love? I liked to think so—Eowan’s message to Briordan in the Novice Drachmsmith book made me think they could.

But Lonan was the Carlin’s son. I was fairly sure that he had never experienced love. He probably wouldn’t even know how to recognise it.

But I did love him. So much it was like an ache in my chest. And when he looked down at me, flushed and trembling and breathless, or kissed the back of my neck while walking past me in the kitchen, or reached for me in his sleep, it felt like he loved me too.

Even though it scared me, I wanted to tell him. I wanted him to know that someone loved him.

When I got home from the village, the cat greeted me with a soft meow as he stretched in the doorway to the kitchen. I still left the window open in there for him to come in, though it was getting cold enough that I’d probably have to stop soon.

After putting everything away and making some tea, I settled on the sofa to give the cat a fuss before I started making dinner. As he padded onto my lap, purring loudly and kneading my thighs before he settled down, my eyes landed on the Spellsmiths book resting on the top of the stack I’d left out of the bookcase.

I’d read the entire thing already, and it hadn’t helped. Most of it meant nothing to me—just long passages about Folk whose names I didn’t know and stories I didn’t recognise.

I’d been lying on the sofa with the cat when I reached the last chapter. I hadn’t realised the cat had been reading with me—which was a weird thought on its own—but he suddenly straightened and rested a gentle paw over a passage, gazing up at me with big black eyes.

Lady Brid, the Seelie Ruler, is the strongest spellsmith ever known, hence being honoured with the title the Wielder of Words. Her carefully crafted oaths and vows can trap Folk in unwanted promises for eternity. Her voice controls all snakes and boars and cattle. The beauty of her song can make flowers bloom to life and vines creep for miles.

I looked at the cat after reading it. Why was he bringing my attention to this passage, about the Seelie Queen? Lonan had mentioned her before. How would knowing that she was a spellsmith—the most powerful one to ever exist—help me?

“What does that mean?” I asked the cat. “Was this why Odran gave me the book?”

I’d already wondered if the cat and the wolf were friends or familiars of Nua’s. The wolf always made sure I saw the notes pinned to the tree, though there hadn’t been any for a while. And I’d gotten the chickens and started getting game delivered to my doorstep after I’d mentioned it to them. Were they giving messages to Nua for him to help me? But if he could deliver me chickens and meat, why didn’t he just come to the cottage and knock on the door?

But then, they couldn’t be friends of his. Nua had told me not to trust them. Nua had told me not to trust anyone.

When I thought about it all too hard, hopeless anger rose inside me. Nothing was clear or easy—nothing except what I had with Lonan. That was easy. That was honest. I didn’t hide anything from him. I’d told him about the book and said it had meant nothing to me.

He’d asked if he could read it. And I’d noticed the next morning, after he’d gone, that he had left it open on the page with the passage about the Seelie Queen. I’d stared down hard at it, then slammed the book shut and stacked it up with the others.

I felt stupid. Like everyone knew the answer except me, but no one would tell me—not even Lonan. I knew there were things he couldn’t say, although I didn’t fully understand why. And when we were together, I didn’t like talking about it because it just put me in a bad mood and made him tense.

So we ignored it. We ignored the black cloud that loomed over me constantly, the hidden motivations behind the Carlin bringing me here, the notes from Nua, and the fact that I had been here months and still hadn’t shed my mortal skin.

We ignored all of it because those were the things that were likely to tear apart the fragile thing forming between us. And the longer we ignored it, the stronger that thing became.

So we ignored it all.


Chapter Thirty-Two

“Do the Folk celebrate Christmas?” I asked Lonan one night when we were in the kitchen.

He glanced over from where he was ladling tea into his mug at the cauldron. “Not the way mortals do. We have the Winter Solstice on the shortest day of the year.”

I groaned. “Does that mean another party?”

Lonan huffed a little amused sound as he joined me at the table. “Yes, unfortunately.”

“The Winter Solstice is just before Christmas, though, isn’t it? On the twenty-first of December? So maybe we could do something a few days after.” I grinned at him. “A little Yule celebration. That sounds more fae than Christmas.”

I was already thinking about what we could do. Would I be able to find a little fir tree to decorate? I could make some decorations and buy others in the village. I could make mulled wine, and orange and clove pomanders to hang so that the cottage would smell like my old house used to at Christmas.

My eyes slid over to the cauldron.

“I could try and make a Christmas pudding in the cauldron. You wrap them in cloth and boil them, right?” I asked, even though I doubted Lonan would know. Then I made a face. “Although Mags used to start making it in, like, September. It probably wouldn’t be very good if I made it now.”

Lonan reached across the table and curled his fingers around mine. They were warm from his mug.

“We’ll do whatever you want. And it will still be good, I’m sure.” He paused. “What’s a Christmas pudding?”

I laughed. “It’s dried fruit and spices and suet. And alcohol—brandy, I think.”

Lonan’s nose wrinkled very slightly before he could hide it. He cleared his throat and had a sip of tea.

“That sounds—” He stopped, unable to get the lie out, which made me laugh. “We’ll make it,” he said instead with a small smile.

“I’ll see if I can get all the ingredients the next time I go to the village,” I said, stealing Lonan’s tea to have a sip. “And try and find you a present.”

“Present? We give presents?”

Lonan’s black eyes were more alert. His hand drifted up to fiddle with a button on his shirt.

I smiled, pushing his mug back towards him. “You don’t have to get me anything.”

That just earned me a flat look from him, which made me laugh.

“Seriously, I don’t want anything.” I got out of my seat and rounded the table to slip onto his lap, wrapping my arms round his neck. “Just you.”

One of Lonan’s hands settled on my thigh while the other slid up my back beneath my shirt.

“I want you to have whatever you want.” He kissed my temple, nose nuzzling into my hair. “And you should always accept gifts from the Folk. It offends us otherwise.”

I laughed, turning my head to kiss him. Lonan’s mouth moulded to mine, the fingers on my thigh tightening before they slid up.

“I’ll even try your fruit and meat pudding,” he said when we parted. “If it will make you happy.”

I stared at him. My heart started thudding hard in my chest as I swallowed around the lump in my throat.

Lonan went still. His fine brows twitched into a tiny frown, black eyes searching mine. “Ash?”

“I love you.”

The words burst out of me. I was breathing too fast. But I’d said them now, so I persevered.

“I know—I don’t know if the Folk can…” I swallowed again. “But I do. I love you.”

Lonan was frozen, his fingers digging hard into my thigh. Silence filled the room, broken only by the low crackle of the fire. My face was hot, and I tried hard to ignore the painful squeezing in my chest as I started to slide off his lap.

He stood up and grabbed me in a rush, pushing me back into the wall and crushing his mouth to mine. His heart was pounding against my chest, hands shaking as they fumbled with the buttons of my shirt.

It was a blur as he dragged me into the bedroom and stripped us both naked, then pushed me back onto the bed and covered me with his body. His lips and tongue and teeth were everywhere, his breaths heavy against my skin.

I was panting, unable to speak as long fingers stretched me open in preparation. He spilled some of the oil in his haste, shaking as hard as I was, and then he was pushing inside me and fucking me so hard I had to grip onto his wrists to steady myself.

“Ash.” His black eyes were anguished as he stared down at me, skin flushed and dark hair hanging in his face.

He said it again on a ragged moan as he buried his face in my neck. I threaded my fingers through his hair, moaning with every hard thrust of his cock into my body. His smooth stomach rubbed against my aching dick and my legs wrapped around his flexing backside. I cried out when he started pounding into me even faster.

He was moaning into my neck, his back curved over me and his arms framing my head, fingers clenching tight in my hair. I felt his teeth against the bend of my neck, his moans growing desperate.

He abruptly leaned up, and his eyes were wild when he stared down at me.

“Say it.” His voice was a hoarse, pleading rasp, his thrusts turning jerky. “Say it again.”

My breath hitched in time with each hard jerk of his hips.

“I—I love you,” I said, biting down on my lower lip as my eyes threatened to roll back from the pleasure of his cock mercilessly grinding against my prostate.

Lonan’s eyes flared, brows pinching in anguish a split second before he let out a choked groan and buried his face back into my neck. His hips bucked, and he pressed deep as his cock flexed.

I groaned at the feel of him coming inside me, kissing his damp hairline and the sensitive tip of his pointed ear. My cock was a steel bar between our tightly pressed stomachs, pulsing with the need to join him.

Lonan was trembling, panting against my neck, but he slid down my body as soon as he recovered. I groaned through clenched teeth when he swallowed my cock, moaning hoarsely around my achingly stiff length.

He sucked like he was desperate to taste me, and I jerked when long fingers trailed over my tight sac to circle my slick hole. He teased it before sliding a finger inside and stroking softly over my swollen, sensitive prostate.

I choked out a hoarse sound. “Lonan.”

He moaned and wound his tongue lovingly around my weeping tip. Wet slurping noises filled the otherwise quiet cottage as he sucked me back into his hot mouth, a second finger joining the one inside me.

I let out a hard breath and threaded my fingers through his hair, holding his head still as my hips jerked. Lonan choked a little, and I almost stopped and apologised, but then my head was craning back as the orgasm hit in a blinding, bone-melting rush. I heard him moan low, felt it vibrate along my pulsing shaft. He swallowed everything I gave him hungrily, lapping at my tip for more when it finally stopped.

We were both breathing hard when a languid, satiated calm fell. I looked down at Lonan, sifting my fingers through his hair as he nuzzled the thatch at the root of my cock and breathed deep.

Despite the sated bliss curling through me, a stab of pain tightened my chest. I wished he would say the words back to me. I ached to hear him tell me he loved me as much as I loved him.

But maybe he didn’t. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe he had no concept of love, had never experienced it, so didn’t know what it felt like.

Or maybe he was telling me in other ways, besides words. Maybe he was saying it in the way he pressed tender kisses down the length of my softening shaft, down my inner thighs, over my hipbones.

Because as he slid up and rested his cheek on the centre of my chest, his body relaxing on top of mine and his long hair trailing over my skin, I felt loved. Even though he didn’t say a single thing.


Chapter Thirty-Three

“You look like you’re being led to your death.”

Caom’s voice held a sharp edge as we walked through the thick snow towards the village. The more time that passed, the more frequently these little flashes of unfriendly irritation appeared from him.

“You have to have fun at some point Ash.” He glanced over at me with blond brows pulled together in a hard expression. “You’re never going to shed your mortal skin. It would have happened by now if you just let yourself relax and enjoy things.”

“I do relax.” I pulled my coat tighter around myself like a shield. “I do enjoy things. I don’t know why it’s not happening.”

“Just let loose, for one night. This is the perfect night.”

He gestured ahead of us, towards where the Winter Solstice was being held, then stopped and turned to face me. I stiffened when he rested his hands on my shoulders.

“Just one night, Ash.” He stared at me, eyes softening into what I imagined was supposed to be a sultry expression. “One night of dancing and drinking and lying with one of the fae. We’re friends, aren’t we? I’m willing to help you. One night with me. It might do the trick.”

I wanted to simultaneously snort and shove his hands off me, my skin crawling. He was still trying to fuck me? After all this time? After I’d made it painfully clear that I absolutely was not interested?

I stepped back, forcing his hands to drop.

“I don’t need your help.” I stared at him, eyes hard. “Especially not in that way. Just stop, Caom.”

After a second, his face twisted into something ugly and vicious. He huffed derisively and turned away, stamping off towards the party.

I reluctantly followed, and we walked in silence. I could see the usual stalls set up beside the village, but no tents this time. Caom didn’t head towards them, even though he was always eager to get a drink before anything else. Instead, he veered right and carried on walking, until we were on the edge of the field with the huge oak tree where Lonan and I had played our game of favours.

Folk were already gathered round the oak, and torches had been stabbed into the ground. Caom still said nothing as he strode towards the group. My eyes flicked over the crowd, searching for Lonan, but I didn’t spot him. Trying not to let the disappointment or nerves show, I stayed silent as I followed Caom.

He ignored me completely, chatting to Idony and Belial. The latter nodded at me in greeting, and when he realised that Caom was making a point of not speaking to me, he stepped closer.

“How are you, Ash?”

I gave him a small, grateful smile, trying not to show how uncomfortable I felt. I didn’t want Caom’s attention that way, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t awful to just stand there being ignored. The single mortal among a group of conniving, cruel Folk. Lonan and I couldn’t talk in public, but at least when he was lurking, the weight of his eyes on me made me feel safer. Calmer.

“Cold,” I said, stuffing my gloved hands deeper into my pockets.

I’d never seen Belial laugh, but his lips quirked with amusement. “Indeed. I imagine you’ve been looking forward to this—the last night before the days start getting longer.”

“I suppose. Still long months of cold ahead of us though, I’m guessing.”

Belial’s smile grew the tiniest amount. “Yes, many more months of glorious frost and chill.”

I chuckled. “Maybe my fae half isn’t unseelie, because I can’t say I share the sentiment.”

His brows twitched, but then his face jerked with shock when Caom threw an arm over his shoulders.

“Belial.” He tugged the blue-skinned fae slightly away from me with a wide, toothy smile. “You’ll come for a drink with me later, won’t you?”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. God, Caom was such a child. He ignored Belial most of the time, despite how obvious it was that the quiet fae was besotted with him, but now that he was talking to me, Caom was all over him.

“I—Yes, I imagine I’ll stay out for a drink.” Belial’s cheeks were lightly flushed a darker blue, from more than just the chill in the air.

“Friends.” Delin’s raspy voice rang out from where he stood at the base of the oak tree. His solid brown eyes homed in on me, thin lips twisting into a sneer. “And the halfling.”

My face burned at being singled out. I resisted the urge to shrink back into my coat.

“It’s time to start the Solstice festivities with the tradition of the battle between the oak and holly kings.” His gaze swept over the group. “As is customary, we ask for volunteers to play the roles.”

“Ash will do it.”

I froze when Caom’s cruel voice rang out. All eyes swung to me, most of them filled with gleeful spite already.

I took a step back. “No. I don’t know what it is.”

“What better way to get involved with our traditions, as the Carlin wishes?” His teeth flashed sharp and gleaming in the dark, and he shoved me forwards with hard hands. “It’s just a fun little game.”

Delin had said it was a battle. That didn’t sound like a fun fucking game.

I glared at him and dug my boots into the snow. “No.”

Belial hesitantly said, “Caom, I don’t think—”

“Come on, Ash.”

Clawed fingers dug into my shoulders and shoved me forwards again, then kept on shoving no matter how much I struggled. Fucking Folk and their unnatural strength.

“Caom, don’t be a child.”

I was momentarily shocked that Idony was speaking up seemingly in my defence, but then Caom was pushing me through the gathered Folk, who parted seamlessly for us, and directly in front of Delin.

“Your oak king, ready for battle.” He snickered like he’d said something secretly funny.

“Get the fuck off me,” I seethed, ripping his hands off my shoulders.

Caom laughed, the sound cruel and barking like the reynards. “Lighten up, Ash. It’s just a game.”

“Then someone else can play.”

But Delin was already in front of me, his brown eyes flashing with spiteful cunning as he shoved a crown of oak leaves onto my head.

“Too late, halfling. You wear the crown. You are our oak king this Solstice.”

“No.” I reached up to rip it off, but his long, spindly fingers gripped my wrists impossibly tight.

“And who wishes to fight our oak king this year?” He spoke up loudly, addressing the crowd and ignoring my squirming. “Who will be our holly king?”

“I’ll do it.”

Lonan’s husky voice made my chest unclench just a little. Delin dropped my wrists immediately, taking a step back as his eyes grew wide.

“Prince Lonan. I—Of course. We’re honoured.”

He just held out a hand in silence until Delin passed him another crown of holly leaves. Lonan didn’t even flinch when he settled it on his head, even though the leaves were sharp.

I swallowed when Delin handed each of us a sword, the handle on mine carved with intricate oak leaves, while Lonan’s had holly. He accepted the weapon and swung it round in an easy, relaxed grip that tightened my stomach with a weird bout of lust, for some reason.

Black eyes drifted to me, cool and aloof. “Shall we?”

“The halfling and Prince Lonan will be our kings this Solstice,” Delin announced hurriedly as I followed Lonan away from the tree and the gathered Folk. He led us to a patch of grass that had been cleared of snow and was ringed with torches stuck into the icy ground.

“The oak king always wins,” he murmured. “It’s just for show. A silly tradition. We’ll give them a few minutes of entertainment and be done with it.”

I swallowed nervously. “Okay.”

How was I going to even do this for show? And somehow win? I didn’t know how to fight properly, especially not with a fucking sword. It hung limply from my hand, the tip leaving a furrow in the snow as we walked away from the group.

Lonan positioned himself with his back to the watching Folk so he could shoot me a little smile. “Fight well, my oak king.”

I was too anxious to smile back. I couldn’t have, anyway—not with all the Folk eyes fixed on me.

Lonan gave me a small bow, locks of black hair slipping forwards under his crown of sharp holly leaves. Then he was flying at me, sword raised.

Even though I didn’t think he’d ever hurt me, panic momentarily froze me in place as I watched the gleam of sharp metal coming directly towards my face. My arm jerked up automatically to fend it off, my sword clashing weakly with his.

Lonan’s face was calm as he swung again, somehow making it look vicious even though there was no power behind the blow. I parried his attacks again and again, stumbling back as he advanced.

“Hit out at me.” Another tiny smile, hidden from everyone else. “You have to win, oak king.”

“I can’t fight with a sword!” I hissed, but gave a half-hearted jab at him.

He blocked it effortlessly, the rasp of metal against metal ringing out.

“I don’t want to accidentally hurt you by doing something stupid,” I muttered, and saw his lips twitch as he blocked another weak swing.

“You won’t.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Of course I wouldn’t. He was an assassin. He wore three freaking blades on him at all times, except when they were carelessly discarded on my bedroom floor.

I was mortified by the way my body started reacting as we fought. He moved so fluidly and gracefully, the sword swinging effortlessly in his hand. It just made me think of the way his body moved on top of mine. The feel of his calluses dragging over my skin.

When he rushed at me, standing so close that our bodies brushed as our swords scraped together, I saw his eyes flare when he felt hardness pressing against him. I went red, embarrassed. I was panting hard, half from the exertion of fending off his easy blows and half from sheer lust.

When I felt answering hardness press against me, my breath caught.

“Push me back,” he murmured, his voice husky. “Take your win. Make it look believable, oak king.”

I resisted the urge to grin, instead pushing my sword forwards with all my might. Lonan fell back onto the icy grass, his chest heaving now as his black eyes flashed up at me, even though he hadn’t been breathing heavily at all during our fight.

I held out a hand to help him up, shivering when he stroked his thumb over my wrist in a hidden caress.

“Congratulations, oak king.” He shot me one more secret smile. “Good fight.”
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Caom seemed to have forgotten all his rancour when Lonan and I walked back to Delin to hand him the swords.

“See, Ash, I told you it would be fun!” he exclaimed as he rushed up, gripping my arm.

Lonan vanished, and I forced myself not to stare after him.

“You’re not angry, are you?” Caom gazed at me with big copper eyes, like coins winking in the dark. “I just thought you needed a little push to get involved.”

I snorted and walked off, shoving my hands into my pockets.

“I didn’t know you’d have to go up against the awful prince.” He hurried after me. “Don’t be angry, Ash. Come and get a drink with me to celebrate.”

I clenched my jaw and muttered, “Fine,” mainly because I didn’t want to be stuck here on my own.

I stayed quiet as we walked towards the stalls set up by the village, not even listening to Caom as he talked endlessly. I wished I could just stay with Lonan. The Folk loved their fucking parties, and I never got to spend time with the one person I wanted to at them.

I wondered where he’d gone. As I followed Caom to Idony’s sister’s stall for him to start drinking, I looked around furtively but couldn’t spot him anywhere.

I accepted the cup of wine Caom gave me, but sipped it slowly in the time it took for him to drink three in quick succession. When he swayed closer to me, I tensed up and took a tiny step back.

“Shall we go and get some food, Ash?” He rested his hand on my arm, fingers squeezing through the thick fabric of my coat. “Find somewhere to sit down?”

“I—”

“Mortal.”

Lonan’s flat voice made my stomach clench with excitement. I forced my face to remain blank as I turned towards him. He was still wearing his holly crown, making me remember that I still had on my crown of oak leaves. His made him look wintery and even more fae than normal. My gut tightened with want.

He was staring at Caom with cold black eyes that pinned the gancanagh in place. Caom swallowed and took a step back, looking anywhere but at him.

Eventually, Lonan’s blank gaze slid to my face.

“I have a message from the Carlin.” He turned and strode off. “Come with me.”

“Be careful,” Caom whispered frantically to me as I followed him.

Lonan walked to an empty spot in the field, away from the stalls and gathered Folk, before turning to stare at me. His eyes were shadowed in the flickering light from the torches, and his emotionless face would have been unnerving if I didn’t know what he looked like when he smiled.

“Are they treating you well?” he murmured, still staring at me intensely.

To any peering eyes, it would look like his usual flat, cold stare. But not to me.

“Have any of them tried to cheat you? Or trick you?” he added.

I knew without a doubt that if any of them did, Lonan would be paying them a visit. The thought should not have made me as happy as it did.

“Caom was being a prick earlier, but he’s loosened up now he’s getting drunk.”

Lonan’s eyes flashed. “Then I will kill him. Happily.”

“No!” I half laughed, even though my gut squirmed with discomfort. I didn’t want Caom to die just because he was acting like a spiteful child. “Don’t kill him. He’s just being a baby because I won’t sleep with him.”

That didn’t help. Lonan’s teeth clenched, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “I will kill him.”

“No, Lonan, don’t.” I shook my head. “Just forget him. It’s not worth it. Let him sulk.”

“He is a conniving little prick.” He stared at me intently. “Do not trust him, Ash.”

“I don’t. I don’t trust anyone except you.” I glanced around, taking a tiny step closer. “I have an idea.”

Lonan’s head cocked. “What?”

“Just trust me. When you see me walking to Caom’s shop, meet me in there. The skylight in the fitting room is broken, so you should be able to get in if you shift into the crow.”

“Why?”

I resisted the urge to grin at him. “So we can be alone for a little while.”

Lonan sucked in a tiny breath, staring at me hard. “Alright.”

“See you soon,” I whispered, giving him a tiny smile before turning to walk back over to Caom.

“Gods, what did he say to you?” Caom gripped my arm, eyes bleary with wine as he gazed at me. “It looked like he was a breath away from murdering you at one point.”

I bit the inside of my cheek hard. It wasn’t me he was a breath away from murdering. “Just asking if I’m enjoying the Solstice. His mother wants to know.”

“Well maybe you’d be able to if you didn’t have to talk to that murderous bastard.” Caom tugged me back towards the stall where Idony and her sister were selling wine, even though he’d just had several. “Come on, let’s get a drink. Just try and forget he’s here.”

I waited until Caom had downed an entire cup of wine, furtively slipping my gloves off in my pockets. Then I let my hands hang at my sides, already tingling from the cold.

“Caom. I forgot my gloves.” I just had to hope he was drunk enough to not remember seeing them.

“Oh.” He peered at me blearily, then fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a key. “Go and take a pair from the shop. Make sure you lock it back up after you leave.”

I took the key with a nod and a smile, forcing myself not to glance around for Lonan as I walked quickly towards the village, snow crunching under my boots.

Only a few of the Folk flicked me curious or disdainful glances as I walked down the street to Caom’s shop. They were more interested in drinking and dancing.

The dressmaker’s shop was cold and dark when I stepped inside. I made sure to lock the door behind me, in case Caom came looking for me.

I hurried to the fitting room at the side of the space, shoving back the thick curtain just in time to see a crow flapping down from the broken skylight. I grinned when it twisted into dark smoke and Lonan appeared.

It was a tight fit when I squeezed in and shut the curtain behind me, locking us away from everything else. This was still dangerous, and reckless, even though no one could see us. We should have just waited until later, when we were alone in my cottage.

But we couldn’t. Lonan’s long fingers clasped my face as he kissed me, his skin warm against the cold tip of my nose and his tongue hot when it slid over mine. He backed me into the wall, clever hands slipping under my coat and shirt to palm my bare back and slide up.

I wrapped my arms round his neck, keeping him caged to me. The thought of us doing this while the entire unseelie court milled around just outside made my cock stiffen in a rush. Lonan moaned when he felt it, pressing his answering hardness into my thigh.

Long fingers slid down and palmed my ass, squeezing and jerking my hips tighter against his. I broke the kiss to pant against his mouth, reaching down to start frantically unbuttoning his shirt.

Lonan made a soft noise and stilled my hands, lifting them to his mouth to kiss my knuckles.

“W-we should wait. Until later.”

I groaned and kissed him again, gratified when he immediately thrust his tongue into my mouth, instantly distracted.

“You’re right,” I rasped when we broke apart long moments later, both of us breathing quicker. “We probably shouldn’t be gone too long, just in case.”

Lonan nodded, looking dazed as he licked his damp, plump lower lip. He exhaled a steadying breath and gazed at me, black eyes solemn.

Then his mouth tilted into a rare, tiny smile, making my breath hitch.

“Your cheeks are still red.” He leaned in and kissed each of them. “And your nose. You’re still not used to this kind of cold.”

The tips of our noses brushed as he rested his forehead against mine and wrapped his arms back around me beneath my coat.

“I’ll keep you warm later,” he murmured sincerely, making me grin so wide my cold cheeks hurt.

“Will you do something for me?”

“Yes,” he said immediately, making me bite my lip. I kissed my way along his cheek and jaw.

“Will you be waiting for me already when I get back?” I asked as I kissed down his neck.

Lonan tilted his head to give my mouth more room, letting out a hard breath as his fingers gripped my back tighter.

I grinned against his throat and added, “Naked in my bed?”

His breath hitched, and his voice was so husky when he murmured, “Yes.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Despite the cold, my cock tingled with blood as I trudged through the dark, knowing what I was going to find when I got back to the cottage.

When a big black crow cawed loudly as it flew overhead, I grinned up at it and watched it soar ahead towards the cottage. Anticipation tightened my gut, and I walked as fast as I could through the thick snow.

I was already breathing hard by the time I burst inside the cottage. I left my coat in a heap on the floor by the front door, hopping as I tore off my boots and made my way to the bedroom. Lonan had lit the fire, and its flickering flames cast long shadows through the doorway.

My breath caught in my throat when I stepped inside. Lonan gazed back at me from the bed, his long, lean body pale in the faint moonlight streaming through the window.

He was naked, just like I’d asked. His long legs were splayed, finely muscled stomach and chest tense as he held himself up on his elbows. His cock was already hard, long and pale over his lower stomach. As my eyes snagged on it and I dragged my teeth over my lower lip, it jerked and Lonan let out a shaky breath.

I walked slowly to the foot of the bed, staring down at him as I unbuttoned my shirt. He gazed back at me silently, eyes even darker in the shadows that filled the room.

“Show me,” I rasped, repeating the words he’d said to me all those months ago.

I saw Lonan’s throat bob, his fingers twitching by his side. He was nervous, I knew. Nervous at being so exposed. So vulnerable. But he slowly moved his hand across his tense stomach and trailed long fingers up the length of his shaft, hips jerking just a little when they reached the exposed head.

I ripped off my shirt and fumbled with the lacing on my trousers, chest already heaving as I stared at him with naked hunger. There was no elegant or sexy way to peel off leather trousers in a rush, and I saw Lonan’s lips curve into a tiny smile as I grinned breathlessly at him when I finally got them over my feet.

He was fisting his cock now, pumping it firmly as his hungry eyes roamed over my naked frame. He groaned, fingers clenching tighter when I knee-walked up the bed until I was straddling his narrow hips, my cock bobbing over his stomach.

With a hand on the centre of his chest, I gently pushed him back until he was lying down fully and dipped my head to kiss him. Lonan moaned low, tongue gliding over mine as he let go of his cock to cup my balls before sliding a loose fist up my length. My hips jerked, my breaths speeding up against his lips.

When I broke the kiss to look down at him, his black eyes drifted up to the top of my head. His lips twitched.

“Still wearing your crown, oak king,” he murmured, reaching up with his free hand to tuck a curl behind my ear.

I flushed, lifting a hand to pull it off. “I forgot I still had it on.”

“No.” Lonan gripped my wrist, dark eyes flashing. “Leave it.”

I chuckled as my cock bucked eagerly in his loose grip. I glanced down at the holly crown on the floor, discarded with the rest of Lonan’s clothes.

“I would tell you to put yours back on too, but I don’t want it to hurt you.”

Lonan shook his head, releasing my wrist to twine his fingers through mine. He kissed my knuckles. “You won.”

I snorted. “You said the oak king always wins. It wasn’t a real fight.”

“Still.” He uncurled my fingers to press kisses on my palm and down the sensitive skin of my inner wrist. “Now you get your spoils, oak king. What do you want?”

My grin felt decidedly fae, wide and wicked. “What do you think?”

I started kissing down his neck to his chest, scraping my teeth on a pale pink nipple before continuing down. Lonan exhaled a shaky breath and threaded his fingers through my curly hair, black eyes watching with fierce attention.

They flared as I tilted his cock up and stroked it in a loose fist. His lips parted on a little gasp when I slid my tongue around the head, licking over his slit and groaning at the faint hint of salt.

“Ash,” he rasped when I sank my mouth deeper, sucking him in.

I lowered my gaze to focus on the sensation of him in my mouth, bobbing my head with a moan as I sucked. He moaned when my fingers trailed over his tight sac, hips tilting and thighs spreading wider.

My throat protested when I sank my mouth deeper, and I tried hard to relax it. I’d never mastered the art of deepthroating, and Lonan’s cock was long. I choked a little, throat spasming in protest when the head slipped deeper, but it was worth it for the pleasure-drenched shout he let out.

Pulling back with a gasp, I looked up at him, breathing hard. “Pass me the oil.”

Lonan’s chest heaved, and his fingers were trembling when he reached over to grab it and hand it to me. I coated my fingers and reached back to get myself ready for him as I sucked him back into my mouth.

Lonan groaned, thighs trembling. “Ash.”

I opened myself up impatiently as I licked all over his cock then sucked his tight balls into my mouth one at a time. He was panting, fingers clenched in my hair, knocking the crown of oak leaves askew. When his cock bucked under my tongue, he frantically pulled my head back.

“I’m—I—N-not yet.”

That was fine, because I needed to fuck him. I fisted his cock in my oily hand and pumped fast, just to watch his head tip back as he gasped and his body shook. Then I was clambering over his hips and holding his cock steady as I pressed back.

His hands found my thighs and gripped, black eyes fixed on his cock sinking inside me. I clenched hard around him, groaning as I finally let go and rested my hands on his chest, sinking down until he was fully seated.

I knew I should have given myself more time to adjust, but I was too desperate for him. I rose up and dropped back down, establishing a fast, frantic pace as I braced myself on his chest.

“Ash,” he choked out, eyes darting between my face and my stiff cock bobbing between us.

I grabbed it and stroked, coating it in the last of the oil on my hand, shuddering hard from the feel. I slammed down harder on his cock, gritting my teeth as the head slid over my prostate.

“Fuck,” I rasped, fisting the sheets beside his head and leaning down to crush my mouth to his.

Lonan moaned hoarsely into my mouth, our tongues clashing feverishly. His hands slid up my thighs to palm my ass, pushing me down harder as his hips thrust up to fuck me even deeper. I cried out against his lips.

I felt completely wild. Animalistic. Like I wouldn’t have stopped even if someone had peered through the window or burst inside and seen us.

I clenched up around Lonan’s cock as pleasure raced up my shaft, making pre-cum drip onto his stomach. He broke the kiss to crane his head back, lips parting with a choked groan. His cock bucked inside me, tagging my prostate with a burst of pleasure so intense it made me shake.

“God, your cock feels so fucking good,” I practically snarled, grasping Lonan’s face and forcing him to look up at me as he panted desperately, black eyes flashing with anguished lust.

“I want it inside me all the time.” I kissed him hard, biting briefly at his lower lip and making his hips jerk up into me. “I’ve never wanted anyone like I want you.”

“Ash,” he gasped, hands moving frantically over my thighs before grabbing my ass tight again, squeezing to open me up wider for his tunnelling cock.

“I want you so much,” I told him desperately, unable to mask it as I stared down at him, my eyes tight with pleasure.

He gazed back up at me, breathing hard, black eyes overly bright and pleading with me. I knew exactly what he wanted to hear.

“I love you,” I rasped between breaths, my thighs trembling as I rode his cock fast and hard, my breath hitching with every smack of his hips as he fucked up into me just as frantically.

His brows pinched and teeth clenched, flashing sharp and white in the dark before he lurched up and wrapped his arms round my back, pinning me to his body as he moaned into my neck.

I gasped and clenched my fingers in his long hair, my hips jerking harder and faster as my cock slid against his firm stomach, my sac tightening with my impending orgasm.

“Lonan—” My head fell back as I tightened my grip in his hair, my chest heaving against his. The crown of oak leaves slipped, threatening to fall, but it managed to stay on, snagged in my curly hair.

I shook wildly as I came, sucking in shuddering breaths, white light bursting in front of my eyes and blinding me momentarily. My cock jerked between us, painting our chests and stomachs, making them slippery as we moved together frantically.

Lonan cried out against my neck, shuddering in my arms as his cock flexed inside me, hips straining up to press it as deep as he could.

Even when my body started calming, my heart was still beating too hard and fast. My skin was hot and damp, my breaths trembling out of me. I lowered my head and pressed my nose into Lonan’s sweat-damp hair, inhaling his scent.

I couldn’t stop shaking and I didn’t know why. It wasn’t just from coming so incredibly hard. As Lonan sighed softly into my neck and kissed me there, hands smoothing up my damp back, I grew convinced that I was on the verge of a panic attack for some reason.

Not wanting to ruin this, I sucked in deep trembling breaths, trying to will my pounding heart to slow, hoping Lonan wouldn’t notice.

He did. Of course he did. He was so in tune with me, and he could surely feel my heart thudding too hard against his own chest.

“Ash?” he whispered, lifting his head to look up at me. His cock had softened and was still inside me, but I was too scared to move in case I had a heart attack.

Lonan stiffened, hands coming up quickly to cup my face. “Ash, what’s wrong?”

Black eyes darted over my face, brows furrowing and sated softness fleeing from his features, replaced with fearful, tense worry.

The sight of it forced me to calm down through sheer willpower. I let out a long, trembling breath as my heart finally started to slow, the sweat cooling on my body.

“I’m fine.” My voice still shook, but I managed to smile at him. “It was just intense.”

To distract him, I leaned in and kissed him, slipping my tongue softly between his lips.

“I meant it,” I murmured shakily against his mouth. “I want you so much it should scare me. But it doesn’t.”

Lonan let out a shuddering breath.

“Me too,” he whispered, laying back and pulling me down with him. “But I am scared. I’m terrified that I won’t get to have you forever.”

“You will,” I told him, cupping his face and staring into his big black eyes. “I promise.”

“You shouldn’t make promises to the Folk.” He looked up at me, brows pinched. His throat bobbed as he swallowed.

I smiled. “I don’t mind making them to you.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

We had our little Yule celebration together a few days after the Winter Solstice.

Lonan had been a little tense and quiet in the days since, and I was hoping this would cheer him up. I’d made some semblance of a Christmas pudding, although I didn’t know how good it was going to taste. I’d hung orange and clove pomanders around the cottage.

Lonan had brought me a small fir tree and it sat in the corner of the living room with my handmade decorations on it. I’d spent an entire afternoon making several tiny jars of the warming potion to tuck into the branches so it glowed with warm orange light.

Presents wrapped in brown paper and twine sat under it, mixed with the pile of gifts in soft white cloth that Lonan had been bringing over every night. I’d protested at how big that pile was growing, but he’d just kissed me and told me it was unwise to refuse gifts from the Folk.

I’d made a rich venison stew with meat I’d bought from the butcher in the village—there was no way I would have been able to dress a deer if I’d mentioned wanting one to the wolf. Lonan had brought over a few bottles of fae wine that he said wasn’t as sweet as others, and I’d made mulled wine that I was keeping warm in a smaller pot beside the kitchen fire.

The living room fire was lit, the bed sheets fresh, and my hair was still damp from my bath when Lonan knocked on the door that night.

His cheeks were flushed from the cold when I opened it with a grin. He stepped inside and, after closing the door behind him, cupped my face and gave me a long kiss.

“Happy Yule, my oak king.”

I flushed, rolling my eyes. He’d teasingly called me that a few times since the Solstice.

“Merry Christmas.” I kissed him again, then took his hand to lead him into the living room. “Are you hungry?”

“Always.”

After hanging his black coat up and pulling off his boots, he followed me into the kitchen and ladled us mugs of mulled wine while I dished up two bowls of stew. We sat on the rug in front of the living room fire to eat, and the moment Lonan had finished his second bowl he crawled over to the tree and started pulling the presents out from underneath.

I chuckled, eating my last mouthful of stew. “Eager for the gifts?”

“Eager for you to have yours.”

The pile he set in front of me was much bigger than the one in front of him, and I flushed.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get you more—”

“I don’t need any—though I’m grateful. I just need you.”

He said it matter-of-factly, not even looking at me as he carefully arranged the gifts in my pile. I swallowed, my throat tightening.

“Start with this one.”

He passed me a cylindrical object wrapped in cloth, and when I unwrapped it I saw that it was a thick, heavy candle made of wax that was such a deep burgundy it looked almost black.

“It amplifies a drachmsmith’s natural abilities while doing potioncraft,” he told me.

He’d got me a small mirror with a silver frame in a creeping vine pattern, because I’d complained about not having one but had never bothered to buy one in the village. He’d got me a big glass bottle of luxurious bath oil scented with sweet rosemary. A huge blanket of thick, impossibly soft white fur. Socks made from fine wool that wasn’t itchy. Shirts made from expensive fabric.

A heavy pewter cauldron that was smaller than the one over the fire and made specifically for potioncraft, he told me. Another soft leather notebook, because I was quickly filling up the one I had. A weighty fountain pen that gleamed green-gold, like the blade on the dagger I’d given him for his birthday.

A tin of spiced nuts. A jar of finely grated dark chocolate and cinnamon to make hot chocolate with. A black velvet bag filled with rare seeds. A heavy grey bathrobe, because I’d mentioned that it was getting too cold to dry off after a bath in front of the fire now.

“Lonan, I…” I tried to suppress the emotion choking my voice. “You’ve got me too much.”

And there were still two gifts left in front of me.

He shook his head, picking up the smaller one and handing it to me.

Wrapped in the cloth was a tiny wooden box, and as I opened it and saw the ring nestled inside, Lonan said, “You might not want to keep this one, because it isn’t new. It’s mine.”

I stared at the ring. It was a dull silver that looked ancient, and as I peered closer, I realised that the band had been carved into impossibly tiny animals all woven together. A snake, a dragonfly, a bird, a wolf, a deer and a horse—they all twisted together, attached to one another by claws and fangs and talons and tails.

“I’ve had it since I was a boy,” Lonan said with a small, nervous smile as he reached forward and gently slipped it onto my middle finger.

I stared down at it sitting against my tanned skin, my throat aching.

“I love it.” I leaned forwards to kiss him in a rush. “I love you.”

I didn’t say it all that often, because it still hurt when he didn’t say it back. Even though I thought he loved me too. It felt like it.

But that didn’t chase away the gnawing feeling that maybe he couldn’t say it back, because it would have been a lie.

And if this was how he treated me when he didn’t even love me, I wasn’t sure how I would react to the way he would have treated me if he did. I didn’t know how he could possibly be any more wonderful and loving than he already was. I suspected I’d lay myself at his feet if he treated me any better. I’d already do anything for him.

“Open your last one,” he said, nodding at the final present wrapped in thick white cloth.

I shook my head. “I’ll save it. Open yours first.”

My gifts to him felt woefully inadequate now, but he shot me a big smile as he unwrapped the jar of candied citron I’d made, the stiff leather sheath with silver filigree for his dagger, the thick socks—because he always stole mine—though they weren’t anywhere near as nice as the ones he’d gotten me.

When he unwrapped the necklace, my stomach jumped with nerves.

“This one isn’t a great gift, because I’ve kind of given you something similar already,” I said hesitantly.

I’d seen the necklace with a tiny wrought acorn pendant in the village. The nut part unscrewed from the cupule, and I was pretty sure it was meant for holding poison—that was what the shopkeeper had sneered at me, asking sarcastically if I thought it would offer me any protection from the Folk.

But I’d spent hours creating and recreating a miniscule version of the warming potion until I’d managed to make a batch with a small enough ball of fire to fit inside. The glow didn’t permeate the pendant, but its warmth did.

“You can’t unscrew it,” I said quickly when Lonan held it up on its thin chain. “It’s—I made a tiny version of the warming potion to fit inside. Just so…” I shrugged, my face warm, feeling like an overly sentimental fool. “I don’t know. So you can feel me when you’re not here.”

I was shocked when Lonan finally looked up at me and his eyes glistened in the glow from the fire.

“It’s perfect,” he said hoarsely, fumbling with the chain to put it on. “I love it.”

When he leaned forwards to cup my face and kiss me, my breath hitched with anticipation. I was sure that he was finally going to tell me he loved me. Finally say it back.

“My oak king,” he murmured against my mouth, and I smiled, my heart thudding hard as I waited to hear the words.

But when he sat back down, he just said, “Open your last gift.”

I tried to hide the devastation making my eyes burn, nodding quickly and looking down at the gift as I slowly pulled off the cloth.

“I…” I stared down at the Advanced Drachmsmith Recipes book, with its deep burgundy cover and copper trim. The one I’d eyed every time I went near the bookshop in the village. “How did you know I wanted this?”

When I looked up at Lonan, he gave me a tiny smile, his fingers twisting the acorn pendant at his throat. “You think I didn’t notice you gazing at it longingly every time you went into the village?”

I choked out a little laugh, the hurt fleeing and replaced by warmth, especially when I looked back down at the book and my gaze caught on his ring sitting snug on my middle finger.

He did love me. He had to. Just because he didn’t say it, that didn’t mean he wasn’t showing me in other ways.

“Thank you,” I said hoarsely, running my fingers over the tiny stones set into the leather cover. “Thank you for all of the gifts. They’re perfect.”

“And mine.” He smiled at me again, but then his expression grew hesitant as his eyes darted down to the book in my hands. “I… I know you don’t like thinking about it, but… maybe there’ll be something in there that will help you shed your mortal skin.”

His eyes were unnervingly bleak when he looked back at me. “You must, Ash. Please.”

Low-level panic rose, making my breaths quicken as I stared back at him. “B-because it’s what your mother wants? Or for another reason?”

I could see him trying to think of a way to answer me, fine brows pinching as he stared at me.

“Not for—” His lips thinned, frustration tightening his features. “Both,” he grated eventually.

I exhaled and looked down at the book. “I’m trying, Lonan.”

From the corner of my eye I saw him slink closer, and then he was gently removing the book from my hands and climbing into my lap, straddling my hips as he clasped my face between his long fingers.

“I know,” he murmured, kissing along my cheekbone to the bridge of my nose.

“I feel like a failure,” I admitted, closing my eyes as he kissed along my jaw to my chin. “I want to do it. For you. But I can’t figure out how. And I’m scared of what will happen if I can’t. And what will happen if I can.”

“I know,” he murmured again, wrapping his arms round my neck and burying his face in my hair. “You’re not a failure.”

He leaned back and cupped my face again, staring intently into my eyes. Even though his expression and voice were as sombre as ever, I knew he was trying to cheer me up when he asked, “Have you tried getting drunk and lying with one of the fae?”

After a pause, I burst out laughing. I was grinning wickedly when I leaned closer and said, “I haven’t done the getting drunk part first.”

“Well, maybe it’s time you discovered the pleasure of it.”

So we did. With great enthusiasm. And I also discovered the pleasure of licking fae wine directly off Lonan’s body.


Chapter Thirty-Six

SHED YOUR MORTAL SKIN SHED YOUR MORTAL SKIN SHED YOUR MORTAL SKIN SHED YOUR MORTAL SKIN YOU’RE RUNNING OUT OF TIME

The note made my heart thud too hard in my chest, filling me with an overwhelming sense of urgency to do something I didn’t even know how to.

Why wasn’t Nua telling me how? Why weren’t any of them telling me how, if this was what they all wanted? Even Lonan didn’t outright tell me. Just offered ideas and encouraged me to do the things he thought might work.

I was so sick of this. If I knew how to shed my mortal skin, I would have done it just to get it to stop.

I shivered, standing in the muffled silence of the snow beside the forest. We were in the dead of winter now. Spring felt an age away. Nua had mentioned before that the Mild Months were approaching, which I knew began on the first of May, and that the Carlin would be growing impatient.

Impatient for what? For me to shed my mortal skin? Why did I need to do it before the first of May? I’d been here months and months now. What would happen to me if I hadn’t done it by the first of May?

I shivered harder and pulled my coat tight around myself, the snow crunching under my boots as I walked back to the cottage. The chickens were tucked away in their warm coop, hiding from the cold. I’d shovelled the fresh snow out of their yard and checked on my garden, making sure the delicate herbs were still safely covered to protect them from the frost.

I kicked the snow off my boots before stepping inside, leaving them by the front door and sighing when I stepped into the warmth of the living room. I hung my coat up on the hook by the bedroom door and quickly stuffed the note under my mattress with the others, not wanting to look at it anymore. Not wanting to think about the fact that I was failing at something I didn’t even understand how to do.

I went into the kitchen and ladled some tea into my mug, then sat down at the table with my notebook. It was too cold to leave the window open for the cat now, so I kept an ear out for any soft mewls coming from outside.

Pulling the Advanced Drachmsmith book closer, I flipped it open with unease fizzing in my gut. When I’d read it, one of the recipes had caught my eye, but I’d been too nervous to even consider attempting it.

But I was apparently running out of time. Even though it could have meant playing right into the Carlin’s hands, doing exactly what she wanted, I had to try. Nua was telling me to shed my mortal skin too—making it seem like doing so would let me leave. I wasn’t sure if I trusted him either, but the wolf always made sure I spotted his notes. And I trusted the wolf. Out of everyone except Lonan, he was the one I trusted the most.

But my insides clenched up with misery as I turned to the right page and stared down at the recipe. Brew to strengthen power potency for a brief time. Because if this worked, and it meant I could escape into the forest… would I be able to leave Lonan?

Everything in me was screaming no. I didn’t want to leave him. The thought of not being with him made my chest hurt. But did that mean that even if I managed to shed my mortal skin, I would stay? For him? Even though I had no idea what his mother had in store for me?

I stared at the recipe, running my eyes down the list of ingredients. I had all of these. I could make this.

It could work.

And even if I stayed… becoming full fae would give me more control here. Lessen the power imbalance between me and literally everyone else. Maybe if I became full fae, I’d be able to master potioncraft. I’d be able to protect myself better from whatever the Carlin wanted with me. Maybe Lonan would help me—maybe shedding my mortal skin would mean he could be freer with his words.

Maybe once I was full fae, we wouldn’t have to hide anymore. We could be together openly.

That strengthened my resolve. I’d do it for him. For us. Because he wanted me to, and I trusted him. I didn’t trust his mother, and I still wasn’t sure if I trusted Nua, but I trusted him.

I opened my notebook to start copying down the recipe. Maybe it was just superstition, but it felt like my potions only worked because I wrote them out myself—because I read the ingredients and the instructions from my own handwriting. My own words.

The recipe said I had to make the potion under a new moon, then leave it to steep for a day. I knew it was a new moon tonight. I’d make it tonight and let Lonan know tomorrow, so he could be here with me when I took it. In case it worked.

I was just getting up to start going through my ingredients on the sideboard when a sharp knock made me pause. I knew it was Lonan—I recognised his brisk knock immediately.

Biting my lip to hold back my smile, I walked quickly through the living room to answer the door. I was excited to tell him—I wanted him to be proud of me. For finding something on my own. I wanted him to be a part of it, in case it worked and he got to witness me finally achieve the one thing I’d been brought here to do.

“It was me,” he blurted out the moment I opened the door.

“What?” I stepped back to let him in. “What was you?”

“All of them.”

“All of what?” I frowned as I pulled him into the living room, his fingers cold in mine.

“The wolf.”

I froze in utter shock.

“The cat. The blackbird.” His black eyes burned, pleading for me to understand. “All of it. The—the bird when you were young. The beetle. The moth.”

My breath caught. The huge moth that had landed on my phone, on the night of my birthday.

“I’m sorry,” he blurted when I said nothing, clutching my hands. “I’m sorry for deceiving you. But I—I just wanted to… It’s easier for me to show things when I’m—not me. And I—You were so sad when you first got here. I couldn’t stand it.”

“Were… were you the moth I always saw in my room at uni?” I stared at him. “I saw them in there all the time.”

He nodded, looking down at the floor.

“I’m sorry for deceiving you,” he mumbled again.

“You… you’ve watched me this whole time? Since I was little?”

I remembered all of them. The black cat in my garden. The blackbird. The stag beetle. The pure black butterfly that had landed on my cheek one morning when I was eight, when I’d been outside in a strop because dad hadn’t let me go to the park with my friends. The fat black frog that had watched me whenever I went to the big pond in the field behind my house. The pure black bumblebee that had hovered outside my bedroom window every afternoon for one summer when I was eleven, never coming in even when the window was open.

The black moth that had appeared on my windowsill almost every night when I was at uni, leaving tiny trails of dust behind.

The cat that had tried to warn me, the night I was taken by the Folk. Frantically trying to get me to go inside, where I would have been protected behind cold black iron.

“I’ve wanted you since we were boys,” Lonan said, his voice shaky with suppressed emotion. “I wanted you the moment I first saw you, when I went to your house to see the boy all the Folk were visiting. I should have been truthful, when you asked me if I was the wolf during the game of favours. I shouldn’t have twisted your words back to you.”

My throat tightened. Maybe I should have been angry that he had hidden this from me. That it had been him all along—the wolf I’d cried to. The cat I’d curled up with on the bed.

All the things I’d admitted, all the secrets I’d told—they’d all been to him. It had been him this whole time.

A faint cluck from one of the hens outside made my eyes abruptly get hot. I’d told the cat I wanted eggs, so Lonan had gotten me chickens. I’d told the wolf I wanted meat, so he’d caught rabbits for me. I’d talked about wanting to buy seeds but having no money. Then Lonan had appeared with a fat bag of coins, telling me to go into the village to buy clothes for a dinner with his mother.

“Ash, I’m sorry—” he rasped when I stayed silent.

“I’m not angry,” I interrupted, stepping closer and cupping his face. His cheeks were flushed and cold from outside, black eyes miserable as he gazed at me.

He flinched slightly when I let out a bark of watery laughter.

“I can’t believe it was you this whole time.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek, nuzzling him there. “I feel so stupid. How could I not have known? The black eyes. I knew I recognised those eyes.”

He let out a shuddering breath when I kissed him, his lips clinging to mine.

“You’re not stupid,” he murmured when we broke apart. “Not at all. I tried to hide it.”

I snorted. “Yeah, pretending you’d been asleep when you changed into the wolf and sat to wait for me just after leaving as yourself. I thought the cat was scared of you—I thought that was why he always left when you were coming here.”

I rested my hands on his chest, feeling the hard thud of his heart. He’d been so nervous to tell me. I softened even more.

“You tried to warn me,” I murmured. “The night I was taken. You tried to stop it.”

He nodded, leaning in to press his mouth to my cheek. “Yes.”

Chuckling, I gave his chest a weak shove. “And you saw me naked so much as the cat. Before we’d ever done anything.”

He leaned back, looking sheepish. A delicate flush stained his cheeks.

“I tried not to look.” Black eyes flitted to me through thick lashes. “It was difficult.”

I laughed again, wrapping my arms round his neck. “Will you still come back? As the wolf and the cat?”

He stared at me. “You want me to?”

“Yes.” I grinned at him. “You’re playful as the wolf. And affectionate as the cat. Not that you aren’t affectionate as your normal self now.”

His flush deepened, his fingers twisting in the buttons of my shirt. “It’s… easier to be that way as them. Not myself.”

“But they are you. Just different sides of you.” I snorted. “I thought the blackbird was the Carlin’s spy. What else can you change into? Caom told me spiritsmiths normally only have one other form, but you obviously have more than one.”

He scowled at the mention of the gancanagh, which made laugh.

“Relax, shapeshifter, it only came up because I was asking about you.” I kissed him again. “So what else can you change into?”

He shrugged, looking shy. “Anything.”

“Anything?” I stared at him. “Really?”

“Any animal. Not another person.”

I released him, stepping back. “Show me.”

“I… What do you want me to change into?”

“Anything. You pick.”

Looking mildly embarrassed, he nodded once before vanishing into a tiny tendril of twisting black smoke. I laughed when a black ferret blinked up at me with big eyes, laughing harder when he scrambled up my leg, twisting round until I caught him in my arms.

I lay back on the sofa so he could sit on my chest. Then he vanished again and changed into the cat, and the sight of him made me smile wide. I stroked my fingers behind his ear. He purred loudly, then changed into a black hare whose nose twitched, whiskers quivering.

Then a small black fox. A fat, hairy tarantula that made me yelp, so he quickly turned into a tiny black lizard, then a frog, then an iridescent stag beetle. A black fieldmouse. A big bat that clicked before becoming his crow.

Then his long, lean frame was stretched out over me, black eyes gazing down from his beautiful fae face.

“Ash,” he whispered before kissing me.

I wrapped my arms round his neck and kissed him back hard, all thoughts of potions and worrying notes and time ticking down forgotten.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Lonan didn’t show up that night. Not as himself or as the wolf.

I’d forgotten to tell him about the potion, getting thoroughly distracted when we hurriedly tore each other’s clothes off and fucked on the sofa.

He’d been frenzied, urgency rolling through his trembling frame. Even after we were finished, he’d dragged me to bed and kissed his way over my entire body, taking me into his mouth with a ragged moan when my cock had stiffened again. His hands and tongue and mouth had been everywhere, like he was trying to gorge himself on me.

After he left in the late afternoon, I took a bath and got dressed, then made myself a cup of coffee and a proper dinner. I wanted to be as clearheaded as possible when I attempted the potion that night, so I forced myself to take a nap after eating, my body pleasantly tired from Lonan’s feverish attention.

It was dark when I woke up, and I was jittery with nerves as I swapped my shorts for leathers, then pulled on a shirt and my coat. I put on thick socks and stuffed my feet into my boots, then heaved the pewter cauldron outside. I didn’t know if the potion required me to do it actually under the new moon, outside, and I wasn’t taking any chances.

I cleared a space in the snow and built a fire. After it was crackling and casting blue-white seelie firelight over the white ground, I went back inside to carefully place all the ingredients in a basket along with my notebook, my dagger, the candle Lonan had given me, some muslin cloth and an empty, clean jar.

I was so nervous. Despite the cold, my palm was damp where it clutched the basket handle as I carried it outside. I was already shivering, but I didn’t put on my gloves. I needed to be precise with the measurements, and the thick leather would just make my fingers clumsy.

Kneeling in the snow, I glanced around at the still night, wanting more than anything to see Lonan prowling towards me as a big black wolf. Even though I knew it was actually him, it was the wolf’s calming presence I wanted with me while I did this.

But everything was quiet and unmoving. The forest loomed at my back, the living wall that kept me trapped on the Carlin’s land.

After setting the cauldron carefully on the fire, I lit the candle and started adding the ingredients. Fingerpinch of saffron. Half cup of hair from a bansith. The left fang of a male wulver. Blackened moss. A scrap from a powrie’s soaked cap.

I said a silent thank you to Briordan for having such weird ingredients in his collection as I dropped each one into the cauldron. I poured in a cup of water, then picked up my dagger, pricking my finger with the very tip so a fat bead of blood welled.

The mixture hissed when my blood hit it, already simmering softly at the edges. I had to bring it to a boil and then remove it from the heat, strain it and let it strengthen for a day. Soon I was carefully ladling the watery mixture into my jar, one small spoonful at a time to give the liquid a chance to seep through the muslin cloth stretched over the lid.

I carefully screwed the lid on and put it in my basket with everything else, taking that in first so I could put the jar on my bedside, where I knew it was safe. Then I kicked snow over the fire and heaved the cauldron back inside, my hands wrapped in thick cloth to protect them from the hot metal.

I didn’t feel any of the excitement I’d expected to as I took off my coat and boots, standing in front of the fire to warm up before I went to bed. I’d been expecting Lonan to show up as the wolf, even though I’d forgotten to tell him I was doing this. The wolf always showed up. Every night.

Why had he not, tonight, after telling me it was really him? Was he embarrassed?

Feeling uneasy, I went to the door and opened it, shivering as the freezing air snuck under my shirt. I took a step outside without thinking, jerking when my socked feet sank into snow. Trying to ignore the cold, I quickly peered around, hoping to see Lonan’s sleek but huge wolf form bounding towards me through the snow.

Nothing. I sighed and tried not to mope about it. He’d only left here a few hours ago. Maybe he was asleep. Maybe he was embarrassed. I would make sure to tell him tomorrow that I’d meant it—I really did want him to keep coming as the wolf and the cat. I loved them both. They were a part of him—that made me love them even more, now that I knew.

Turning round, I didn’t hear the faint crunch of a footstep in the snow until it was too late.

Something hard smashed into the back of my head, and I felt my eyes drift as black spots teemed in my vision before I was pitching forwards. Just before I faded into unconsciousness, I felt icy cold fingers grip my ankle hard, like I had all those months ago.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

I was shivering violently before I’d even fully regained consciousness.

Cold. It’s cold. It’s so cold it’s so cold.

I couldn’t catch my breath. The air felt like sharp icicles stabbing into my throat with every shallow inhale. My arms were stuck, up and out like I was waving in the air, and when I tried to move the freezing metal of thick manacles burned my raw skin.

“Oh, he’s awake!”

The Carlin’s raspy voice made me tense as I blinked open my eyes. They felt stuck together with ice. I blinked rapidly to try and clear my blurry vision, my teeth chattering from the icy chill hitting my bare chest.

I… I’d been wearing a shirt. I knew I had. And socks, but now my feet were bare and felt frozen solid.

I stared at the Carlin in front of me, her bronze teeth gleaming and her cobalt eye shining brightly, before taking in the room behind her as my breaths shuddered out of me.

I was in her throne room. The huge, cavernous room that had felt cold the last time I’d been here, but now it was like it was made entirely from ice.

Why had she stripped me half naked? I was still wearing trousers, but the leather was stiff and freezing against my skin.

Why had she chained me up?

My breath hitched when I noticed the four figures standing at the back of the vast room, close to the doors. The Carlin’s sons stood in a line, Balor’s blue eyes fixed on me intently, Bres’s bronze teeth gleaming in a vicious smile, Cethlen’s filmy white eyes vacant as he stroked the head of the hellhound in his arms.

And Lonan’s face was a blank mask, but his black eyes burned as they stared at me.

Why wasn’t he helping me?

“Hello, sweet boy.”

The Carlin’s crooning voice jerked my gaze away from him, and I stared at her as she filled my vision, blocking him and everything else out.

“Now, I’m hoping you’ve taken something in while you’ve been living on my land like a lazy, greedy little mortal.” She smiled widely, resting an icy cold hand that burned on my bare chest. “Do you know why you’re here? Did you figure it out?”

I didn’t want to answer her. My heart was pounding, and I was shivering so hard that the chains rattled constantly around my wrists. I wanted to look at Lonan again, but I couldn’t see past the Carlin’s pale, cruel face.

“No?” She tutted. “I suppose we were asking a bit much of you. But I was hoping you’d at least shed your mortal skin on your own. That would have made things much easier.

“Did you at least suspect that you were here for a reason? That I hadn’t just been giving you a lovely life among the Folk because your seelie bitch of a mother abandoned you?” She laughed. “No, sweet boy. If I didn’t need you, I would have sent my son to gut you when you were just a boy. But now that we’re finally here, I suppose I can tell you what is in store for you.”

She stepped back, and my eyes immediately flew to Lonan. He wasn’t even looking at me anymore, his face a blank mask of cold indifference. Like seeing me chained up half naked and being taunted by his mother didn’t affect him in the slightest. I couldn’t see the chain of the acorn necklace I’d given him round his pale throat. He wasn’t even wearing it.

“Really, Ash, you’ve made this much harder on yourself. If you’d just shed your mortal skin months ago, my Lonan could have told me and this would have been far less painful.”

My breath caught, like ice stabbing at my throat. I knew Lonan had been watching me for his mother, and part of that would have been watching to see if I shed my mortal skin. But did that mean… did that mean he’d only gotten closer to me so he might have been there when it happened? So he could have immediately told his mother, for her to carry out whatever she had planned for me?

I still didn’t know what that was, but I knew I was about to find out, because it was happening. I’d run out of time to do it on my own—I’d missed my chance to escape, if shedding my mortal skin would have let me do it.

“Now I have to slough it off you and hope you come out the other end intact, so I can suck up all that seelie power lurking in your veins,” the Carlin said. “We’re not entirely sure if you will survive it, which is why we were hoping you would shed it on your own.”

What? My eyes darted as I frantically tried to understand. Seelie power? I wasn’t unseelie?

Why hadn’t Lonan told me any of this? Why had he let this happen? He had to have known it would come to this when I still hadn’t shed my mortal skin. He had to have known his mother’s plan. Why hadn’t he warned me? I would’ve tried harder.

“I d-don’t understand,” I stuttered. “I t-tried—”

“Not even Lonan fucking him helped.” Balor’s voice was cold and flat, but his eyes gleamed with spiteful glee when I jerked my head up to look at him. “You’d think getting fucked like a dog every night for months by High Fae would have triggered something, but maybe he really is just too dense. All the little trinkets. All those sweet, whispered words.”

Balor grinned at me, sharp and vicious. “I did warn you, little boy. Soft feelings and tender words are just tools for us to get what we want. A silly game. And Lonan won.”

My breath shuddered out of me, then hitched with a weak, pathetic sob as I looked at Lonan, but he still wasn’t looking back at me. He just looked bored, his eyes hooded and face completely blank. He didn’t deny anything. He didn’t say anything at all.

“Don’t blame you, you sly bastard.” Bres’s teeth gleamed as he laughed loudly. “Thought you’d have some fun of your own while you were being forced to watch him.”

The Carlin looked entirely unsurprised to hear this. In fact, she was laughing with her son.

They’d all known this entire time.

“So vicious in your own way, my little blackbird,” the Carlin said to her youngest son with affection, then clasped my face tight and tutted with false sympathy. “Does it hurt, sweet boy? Did you think it was real? That my son could truly ever want you?”

It did hurt. It hurt so much that I couldn’t catch my breath. It hurt more than the insidious cold creeping under my skin and into my bones, making my heart thud too hard in my chest.

He’d never told me he loved me, because he couldn’t. Because it would have been a lie.

It had all been a lie. A game.

“Another delicious stab at the Brid. What would she do if she knew her spawn had been thoroughly tainted by unseelie royalty?” The Carlin grinned at me, filling my vision and blocking out everything else as she airily continued, “What would she do if she knew you were here? Actually, she probably does know by now. And she probably doesn’t care, unless she knows what I am planning. But she’s too late to stop it.”

Who? Who was she talking about? My real mother? My fae mother?

“She wanted to kill you, you know. She sent her Golden Son to do it when you were just a boy. But he’s as pathetic as she is. Lucky for me, I suppose. Now you’re mine.” The Carlin laughed, face twisting into an ugly mask of cruel amusement. “If only she hadn’t been so weak. I’m sure she has sat there every day since, regretting the fact that she left you on your mortal father’s doorstep instead of stamping on your head the moment you slithered out of her body.”

Her bronze teeth gleamed in a rabid smile. “A half-breed abomination. A stain on her title. And look what happened. She lost both her sons because of it. She’s hopeless. She deserves to watch her court and her land wither and die. She should be grateful that I will take it all and let her rot away to nothing.”

When she leaned forwards and kissed my cheek, I tried to flinch away, but the cage of her clawing fingers held me completely still. The five points of her talons gripped my face so hard I thought they would pierce my skin.

“Just like you will, sweet boy,” she murmured. “You’ll give me many years of power first. You will be my weapon to stop the Mild Months from coming.”

I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand why they were doing this. She was… going to use my seelie power to stop the other queen from getting stronger once the Bitter Months were over?

But… why me? Why go to all this trouble? There were surely thousands of seelie Folk out there, ones who were full fae and didn’t need to shed their mortal half. Why did she want me?

She patted my cheek. “I bet you’ll taste just as sweet as you look. Like a plump, warm-blooded little pig, hmm? I’m going to enjoy carving you up and eating you bit by bit. But first we have to get this unsightly mortal skin off, don’t we?”

My heart thudded so hard in my chest that I thought it was going to explode. What was she going to do? Was she going to literally peel the skin from my body?

The Carlin tutted, tapping a clawed finger against my cheek. “We’d planned a wonderful celebration for you. To bring you to my court and welcome your true self. Of course, you weren’t to know that you were never going to leave this place once you’d stepped foot inside it.”

Leaning back, she swept an arm out. The movement drew my gaze towards Lonan, but I looked away again just as fast, shivering violently in my chains. I couldn’t bear the betrayal.

“I did tell you, when you first arrived. I even welcomed you to your new home.” Her one eye hardened, glistening deep blue. “This is your home, Ash. My court. This is where you will spend the rest of your long life. That pathetic little cottage was just where we shoved you, out of the way until you became useful. But then you never did become useful. You just sat there, eating my food and drinking my wine and rotting beneath this ugly mortal skin, not even trying to shed it.”

Moving faster than I could track, she snatched up my face again.

“So I will shed it for you, sweet boy,” she hissed, her breath like ice. “I’ll scrape it off until you become my seelie vessel, a living lump of power I can draw from to play that bitch at her own game.”

“I d-d-don’t understand,” I stuttered again.

She laughed, the sound grating over my skin.

“You still don’t understand? Of course the Brid would spawn such a stupid little thing. You are Seelie High Fae, Ash,” she said slowly, like I was a child. “Her blood runs in your veins—blood that I will suck out of you to steal her power, once your mortal skin is gone.”

I was too weak to fully grasp her words. Too cold—it was so cold. My heart thudded painfully hard in my chest, my body spasming from the ice that was slowly locking up my limbs. How long had I been hanging here before I woke up?

How long had Lonan been standing there, watching my unconscious body shiver from the cold, waiting for me to find out everything?

“We’d hoped that killing your father would trigger it,” the Carlin conversationally, not seeming to notice when I stopped breathing entirely, even as she tapped my chin with her thumbnail.

“Y-you… y-y-you… Th-they d-died in a c-c-car c-crash,” I managed to get out, my voice pathetically weak.

The Carlin let out a tinkling laugh.

“Of course they didn’t.” She swept an arm back at her four sons, standing silently at the back of the hall. “Lonan killed them.”

It took a long time for her words to register. I stared at her blankly, sucking in tiny, shallow breaths, before slowly raising my eyes to the back of the cavernous, bitterly cold room.

I met his gaze, knowing that my own was pleading with him to deny it. Even if it was just a tiny shake of his head—any sign that she was lying.

But she couldn’t lie. None of them could lie.

Lonan was finally looking at me now. His eyes were big burning holes that didn’t waver from my face, even as his throat bobbed. I thought I saw his chin tremble before he clamped his lips tight together in a grim line. He didn’t say a word.

I was too shocked to show any emotion at all, even as my insides crumpled with total and utter grief. Grief at the thought of my parents being murdered. It wasn’t just a freak accident.

Grief at the thought that the man I loved so much it hurt, even after all of this, had been the one who killed them.

The Carlin tutted. “Is that really a surprise? He is my blade. My assassin. Killing is second nature to him. Killing mortals is barely sport. Like squashing a crawling little insect under his boot.”

She looked back at him over her shoulder, but I could see the gleam of her teeth as she grinned.

“Tell me, my little blackbird, did he beg for his life? Did he plead for his son? Or can you not even remember, as inconsequential as it was?”

There was silence for a long, agonising moment. I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. I stared at the back of the Carlin’s blue dress, trying to block everything out. Trying not to hear when he did eventually speak.

“I can’t remember.”

His voice was so quiet, it barely reached us. I still flinched like he’d stabbed his blade into my chest.

He couldn’t remember. He’d murdered my parents and he couldn’t even remember if they’d said anything before he did it.

“T-t-tell me h-how you d-d-did it.”

The words scraped from my throat before I even realised I was going to speak. I forced myself to stare him in the eye, blocking out the memories of his sweet mouth and his rare smiles. The sight of him sitting cross-legged on the rug in my living room, drinking tea and helping me copy out potions. Of him lying in my bed beside me, his face soft and relaxed, the sweet tip of his pointed ear poking out from his dark hair. His hands on me, his body beneath mine and over me, the sound of him moaning my name when he was inside me.

The cat curled up beside me on the bed, purring just from being near me. The wolf offering me comfort when I’d first gotten here, trying to console me when I cried for my dead parents and the lonely ache that had threatened to choke me.

It had all been lies. A game.

“He slit their throats,” the Carlin told me brightly when Lonan said nothing at all.

I flinched, but didn’t take my eyes off him. He stared back, the mask in place, but his black eyes were too bright.

I felt my own eyes burn back. But with hatred. With a promise.

I would never forgive him.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

My shoulders were on fire. My arms were numb. My chest ached from being stretched—it felt like my breastbone was going to cleave in two and everything would spill out of me.

There was pressure—so much pressure. My heart raced, beating too hard and fast, like it would explode at any moment. The cold sank deeper into my bones, making them stiff and heavy within my failing body.

It felt like I was going to die at any moment.

I didn’t know how long I’d been left here alone in the dark. In the freezing cold. Chained up and shivering uncontrollably.

I’d cried when the Carlin and her sons had left. For my dead parents. For their murder. For the fact that everything had been a game. Everything with Lonan had been a lie.

They’d done all of this for a bit more power. Just to keep the balance tipped in the Carlin’s favour, so she would be stronger than the other queen and wouldn’t have to succumb to the Mild Months. Just because the two queens were locked in a pathetic feud, and they both resented transferring the power back to the other for half the year.

They’d taken everything from me for nothing.

The Carlin had said she would eat me bit by bit if I survived this. I knew she meant that literally. She was going to keep me chained up here and consume me in chunks.

But it didn’t matter, because I wasn’t going to survive this. I could feel it. I was dying.

A shaft of light sliced through the darkness at the other end of the vast hall, making me lift my weak head and gaze through unfocused eyes as a small figure slipped inside before heaving the door shut behind them.

They held a lantern of cold unseelie fire in their hand, and its blue-white flames gave off enough light for me to recognize Lonan’s slinking gait as he crossed the hall.

I was too lifeless to pull my face into a sneer or grimace of loathing, so instead I simply averted my eyes when he got close, but I still caught the look of utter anguish tightening his already pale face. False. It was false. All of it had been.

He stopped in front of me. His hand trembled as he set down the lantern. In the echoing silence of the hall, I heard his breath shudder out of him.

“Ash.” His voice was low and hoarse with misery.

But it was too late for that. I wasn’t falling for it anymore. He had played me for a complete and utter fool, and I didn’t even understand why. I was desperate to ask him, to beg him to explain, but I wouldn’t let myself.

My frame jerked weakly when Lonan stepped closer and placed a trembling hand on my bare chest. His cool skin seemed to burn me, making me hiss and try to flinch back. The chains rattled with the stilted movement.

His breath hitched, but he didn’t remove his hand. He placed it over my heart, feeling its too-hard, too-fast thrum, and let out a low sound.

“You can make it through, Ash.” His voice was thick, his words hitching, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him to see if he really was crying. “You’ll survive this. You’re so strong. Just don’t—don’t fight it.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about. And I didn’t care. It didn’t matter how strong I was if the Carlin left me here indefinitely. It wouldn’t take much longer for me to succumb. To the cold. To the strain on my body. To thirst or starvation.

To the total, abject misery that filled every inch of me from Lonan’s betrayal.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, stepping closer and burying his face in my neck, even though I flinched and tried to squirm away from him. I couldn’t move even an inch.

“I’m sorry, Ash,” he repeated as wetness dripped onto my skin.

I finally parted my dry, cracked lips, resisting the urge to lick them. There was no moisture in my mouth.

“T-too late for th-that.”

My voice was nothing more than a croak, the words barely discernible. I tried to suppress my shivering, but couldn’t. I didn’t want him to feel the weakness. Even though I was visibly weak. I was visibly dying.

Lonan’s breath hitched, and he pulled back to fumble with something in his hand. In the lantern’s low light, my eyes snagged on the thick, gleaming blue glass of a flask. When he pulled out the stopper with fumbling fingers, I swore I could actually smell the water within. My chest constricted, throat dry and aching.

I didn’t want to take anything from him, but the need to slake my thirst was too great. I let him lift the bottle to my mouth, his long fingers gently cradling my chin to hold my head steady as I drank.

My heavy gaze met his briefly before I flicked my eyes away, not wanting to look at him. Lonan’s black eyes glistened in the weak light.

“I—I know it’s too late for you to ever—”

He cut himself off, pursing his trembling lips as he pulled the flask away.

“But please survive this, Ash,” he whispered, clutching the flask as he stared at me. “Please don’t give up. If you died, I—”

He jumped when I snorted at that, swallowing repeatedly to savour the wetness coating my throat.

“N-now you c-c-care if I die?”

Lonan’s eyes filled again as he shook his head.

“I always cared. I t-tried to—I tried to warn you. In the ways I could.”

“N-no, you didn’t.”

“Yes.” His voice was desperate. Pleading. He stepped forwards again and placed his palm on my sternum. “I did, I promise. I—I couldn’t tell you, but I—I did what I could to try and—I tried, Ash. I tried. Please believe me.”

Did he think I was so delirious that I would just accept these ridiculous lies? I knew he couldn’t lie outright, but he could twist his words just like all of them did. He could make me believe whatever he wanted—we both knew it. He’d been doing it for months.

The cold was getting deeper with every second. Every breath. I couldn’t stop shivering. I could hardly breathe, and I didn’t believe him at all, so I stayed silent.

“Ash,” Lonan said hoarsely. “I know you hate me. I know I deserve it. B-but please—please believe me when I say—”

“No.”

He seemed momentarily stunned that I wouldn’t even hear him out. He was a fucking prince, after all. Used to getting his own way all of the time.

“Please—”

“No. I d-don’t want to hear anything you h-have to s-say.”

His breath caught. “But I—”

“If y-you’re not g-going to help m-me out of these chains, just f-f-fuck off.”

Lonan was silent for a long, agonising moment.

“I can’t,” he eventually whispered, his voice filled with anguish.

“Then f-fuck off, L-l-lonan.”

“No,” he sobbed, dropping the bottle, its dull thud as it hit the hard ground making me flinch. Placing both icy, burning hands on my chest, he said, “I don’t want to leave you here like this. But I can’t—I can’t defy her—”

His words made me want to flinch, stinging far worse than I thought they would at this point. “F-fine. B-but leave m-me alone.”

Lonan shook his head desperately. “No, I mean I can’t defy her—”

This conversation was sapping the last of my energy. I could feel my eyesight fading, my limbs somehow still stiff even as they seemed to go slack in the chains. My throat was dry again already, clicking as I swallowed.

I managed a derisive snort, but it came out weak and thready. “Stop trying to make yourself feel better for this, Lonan.”

I could hear with my own ears that my words were slurred, but no longer stuttering from the cold. In fact, I didn’t feel cold anymore. I felt too hot, and I was no longer shivering. A distant part of my brain knew that was very, very bad.

I blinked a few times when I realised I couldn’t see the lantern’s glow. “I don’t care anymore.”

His breath hitched, and then those long, cold, cruel fingers were digging harder into my chest. Over my frantically beating heart. It was thudding so hard against my ribcage, but I felt slow. Sluggish.

“Ash.” His voice sounded far away. Panicked. Pleading. “No. Don’t—You have to let it happen—Don’t fight it—”

“Not fighting anything,” I mumbled, though I wasn’t entirely sure I got the words out. Or if they even made sense.

“Ash.” Lonan was weeping now, his face pressed to my vibrating chest, his tears tracking down my skin.

I couldn’t believe the last things I would ever feel—hear—experience—would be the crocodile tears and icy touch of the one person in the world who I’d trusted more than anything—who had betrayed me so entirely.

The burning anger that surged up in me at the thought almost gave me one last burst of energy. Almost. But I could hear how short and shallow my breaths were now—like a dying animal. I couldn’t see anything at all anymore.

My heart was going to explode. I could feel it. It felt too big for my chest—there was too much blood pumping round my body. And it was hot—getting so hot, chasing away the iciness of the Carlin’s great hall and the ten sharp points of Lonan’s fingers on my chest.

Panic streaked through me, my blind eyes darting frantically even as my eyelids drooped. What was happening to me? Was this what dying felt like? Like my entire body would burst into flames and I’d experience one final moment of agony before I was gone forever?

No. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to give Lonan or his mother the satisfaction. That was what they wanted, wasn’t it? Why else would they string me up in here, chained and half naked and shivering?

But then, it wasn’t what they wanted. They wanted me alive so they could consume me bit by bit. I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand any of this. I didn’t understand why they’d done this to me. Why Lonan had played with me so cruelly, and that was the worst thing. It all felt so trivial, so pointless. Like my life was just something for them to play with.

And now I was dying. I could feel it creeping up on me, burning me away.

Lonan had told me not to fight it. To let it happen.

Fuck him.

I couldn’t hear anything other than the ferocious pounding of my heart, the blood surging through my body, in my head. Not even Lonan’s sobs broke through, though I could still faintly feel him shaking violently against me.

In the endless, pressing darkness, an ember of orange-red fire sparked and bloomed with impossible speed. It called to me, telling me to embrace it. To use it to chase away the Carlin’s frost. It seemed to dart closer, filling my vision, even though I couldn’t see anything anymore. It whispered at me to accept it, promising things I didn’t understand.

Then its heat was on my skin, searing me. It pushed at my mouth, asking me to let it in.

So I did.


Chapter Forty

My vision came back to me first, returning like the screen of an old TV set in reverse. Just a pinprick of colour and light that steadily grew out to the edges, until I realised I could see… everything.

Not just the weak halo from the lantern still placed at our feet. The entire hall. I could see the tiny details carved into the dancing figures decorating the door all the way at the other end of the cavernous room. The light was muted and blue grey. I looked around for its source but couldn’t find one.

My skin was hot now. So hot. My chest heaved with my panting breaths, but my heart was slowing. Calming.

Lonan was still pressed against me. I didn’t know if it was the new heat emanating from me that made him jerk back. He stared at me with glistening black eyes, face streaked with tears.

“Ash,” he whispered.

I could see him so clearly now. Everything was sharper. His face looked… more inhuman. Still beautiful, but almost cruelly so.

His eyes weren’t just black, I realised, wondering how I’d never noticed it before. They gleamed with purples and emerald greens as they darted frantically over my face. His skin was still milky white, but in the strange light somehow filling this room, it looked almost blue tinged.

“Ash,” he whispered again, voice trembling. He raised a shaking hand to my face, looking awed, but I jerked my head away.

“Don’t touch me.”

My voice no longer shook with the cold or slurred from impending death. It sounded stronger—lower. For a brief moment, I thought it wasn’t even my own. It was rough from my dry throat, but there was something… different.

Lonan’s hand had frozen in mid-air, his long fingers twitching with his apparent desire to touch my face. I felt my eyes harden as I stared back at him.

“I said don’t touch me.” I flicked my gaze down to the hand still on my chest. “Get off me.”

I didn’t know what was happening to me—why I hadn’t died. It had felt like I was a split-second from eternal nothingness. I vaguely remembered a last moment of warmth, a whispered voice telling me to embrace it. Had that been… death? Had I fought it, to spite Lonan and his plea for me not to?

Or had it been something else, and I’d done what it told me to in my last moment?

Lonan’s breath caught in his throat, and he reluctantly lifted his hand from my chest. But before I could say anything else—tell him to get the fuck away from me completely—he lowered himself to his knees before me, hands trailing down my sides to grasp my hips tight.

He tipped his face into my lower stomach. “Please forgive me.”

I stilled. Did he think this would erase it all or make me keep falling for his lies? Getting on his knees and begging?

“Get up.” My voice was hard.

Lonan’s forehead pressed to my bare stomach as he shook his head.

“Get. Up,” I repeated through clenched teeth, my hands clenching into fists. Fire burned hot in me, making me feel like I could snap these fucking chains still holding me captive.

“Ash.” His voice was pleading. Tortured, as if he thought it would garner some sympathy. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“Get off me,” I roared, shocked at the power in my own voice. I drew my knee up and booted Lonan in the chest, shoving him back.

His breath wheezed out of him, and he reached up and rubbed his chest as he stared at me. But then he immediately scrambled back onto his knees, and my teeth clenched hard at the idea of him touching me again.

“Don’t fucking touch me.”

My chest burned with a different ache this time, and my arms shook with the need to do something. To move. I wanted to beat the shit out of him for doing this to me. For destroying me, worse than his mother ever could.

Like they were nothing more than tissue or thin cloth, the chains holding my arms suspended snapped.

Shock momentarily froze me as I stared down at the manacles on my wrists, a few links still attached to each one.

How… How had I done that?

My wide-eyed, stunned gaze lifted to meet Lonan’s. He was still kneeling in front of me, his chest heaving with fast breaths. He shuffled forwards one step, an arm reaching up.

I flinched and tried to step back to avoid it, my back hitting the post I’d been strung up against. Lonan’s arm lowered, and his chest hitched as he stared up at me.

“P-please—”

I sneered down at him, grovelling on his knees before me. After everything. As if he ever thought it would make things right.

“You think saying sorry now will change anything?” My gaze felt cruel as I stared down at him. As cruel as the Folk’s sharp eyes. “After you killed my fucking father?”

Lonan’s mouth trembled. He shook his head. “I d-didn’t—”

“You and your sick fucking mother took everything from me. But that wasn’t enough, was it?” I hated the way my voice started to tremble, my eyes getting hot, but I couldn’t stop. “No, that wasn’t enough for you. Fucking fae. You had to find a way to ruin me completely, didn’t you? Let you fuck me, make me love you, then rip it all way? Give me a tiny bit of happiness after everything, then take that away too?”

Lonan gave a sob. “No—I didn’t—”

“You told me that what we had was nothing to do with her. You told me.” My voice was shaking, and I tried to ignore the tears that streamed down my cheeks. “That was your own game. It wasn’t part of hers.”

“It wasn’t a game,” he croaked, trembling fingers wrapping round my ankles like manacles.

“I trusted you,” I got out, but the words hitched as more tears fell.

His breath shuddered out of him.

“It wasn’t a game,” he repeated hoarsely. “It wasn’t. I can’t lie—You know that—”

“No, you can’t lie.” I stared down at him. “So you really can’t remember if my father said anything before you killed him. That’s what you said. You can’t remember.”

He shook his head, sobbing. “I didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?” I exploded. “Didn’t what, Lonan? Are you trying to get me to think that you didn’t kill him now? I don’t fucking believe you. I can’t believe I ever trusted you. You said Caom was trying to worm his way into my bed, but that’s exactly what you did. You tricked me into loving you because—what? It amused you? Kept you busy for a few months? So you could brag to your brothers that you fucked the clueless half-mortal?”

I stared down at him, shaking wildly. “I can’t believe I ever let you touch me.”

He clawed at my legs, wrapping his hands round the backs of my knees. “Please.”

I stood stiff and vibrating with tension, unable to even shake him off again. My chest heaved with a shuddering breath, but I forced myself to look down at him. To remember him like this, always. The cold, indifferent unseelie prince brought so low.

“You Folk all love your vows, don’t you? Your promises?” I was grateful for how steady my voice came out, even though it was still hoarse and thick. “So let me give you one now, Lonan.”

His breath caught, big black eyes tilting up to look at me, his face stricken. He swallowed, fingers digging into the backs of my thighs.

“Ash—” he whispered.

“Shut up,” I snapped. “I don’t want to hear anything you have to say. So just shut the fuck up.”

He pursed his trembling lips, breaths shuddering from his nose. Tears dripped with every blink of his thick, dark lashes, but he stayed mercifully silent.

“I vow to you, Lonan, that I—”

I stopped. I’d been about to say that I would never forgive him, but that felt too… impassioned. I wanted him to feel the cold, cruel indifference he’d shown me. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing my blood boiled with hate for him and his entire fucking family.

My words had never felt more important. In the silence, as I considered them, Lonan shook his head weakly and pressed his face to the front of my thigh.

“Please don’t—”

“I vow to you, Lonan,” I spoke loudly to drown him out, “that I will forget you and everything we had until the day I die.”

My voice shook, and hot tears fell as I blinked, but I kept going. “You’re nothing to me anymore. Nothing.”

Lonan openly wept against my leg, a pathetic mess on the floor at my feet. So far removed from the aloof, cold fae I’d met all those months ago, with his otherworldly beauty and sneering indifference.

I felt a sharp pain on my chest, like the scratch of a nail or thorn. I reached up to rub it absently, looking around at the huge hall. No one had come in to see me for hours. And I’d broken the chains—somehow.

Could I escape?

I went to take a step forwards, towards those arching doors, but something was wrapped round my legs.

I glanced down and froze in shock.

Why… why was an unseelie fae crying at my feet?

Why was he clutching onto my legs like he was about to die?


Chapter Forty-One

“What are you doing?” My voice was wary but thick. Confused, I reached up and felt wetness on my cheeks.

The fae looked up at me, and my breath caught at the sight of his face. Even tear-stained and splotchy, he was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. His big black eyes gleamed with a blue sheen in the darkness of the hall. I still didn’t understand how I could somehow see in the dark now.

“Ash,” he whispered, his low voice hoarse with sorrow. “Please. I’m sorry.”

So he knew me, then. He knew my name. I tried to step back, to dislodge him. Reluctantly, he uncurled his trembling arms from around my knees.

“What are you sorry for?” I asked, just as wary as before.

Did he have something to do with what the Carlin had done to me? But then why had I never seen him before? I’d remember him, surely, even if he’d been involved in her awful plans. His face was too beautiful to ever forget.

“For everything,” he sobbed, sitting back on his heels and staring down at his pale, long-fingered hands. I followed his gaze for a moment. They were lovely hands. Strong but fine-boned, with delicate veins.

For everything? What? So… had he been involved in the Carlin’s plans?

If he was sorry, did that mean he was here to help me?

“Who are you?” I asked cautiously, suspicious in case this was a trick.

His breath hitched, and he stared up at me, apparently too stunned to even cry for a brief moment.

“Wh-what?” he asked, fingers twitching against his thighs.

“Who are you?” I repeated, glancing round the room. “Why are you in here… crying?” I frowned at him, tempted to squat down to his level. “Are you hurt?”

He stared up at me, lips parted. Then his face crumpled.

“Are you hurt?” I asked again with a touch of urgency. I crouched down and, after a momentary hesitation, reached out to rest my hand on his shoulder.

I froze before I could touch him, staring at my hand.

My skin was… golden.

Not just tanned. It… it almost had a faint sheen. Even in the weird, dark light I could somehow see in, it glimmered just a little.

I tried to pull my hand back to take a closer look, but the fae clutched at it with both of his, making me jump.

“You don’t remember me.” He broke into fresh tears. Jesus, what was wrong with him? “You don’t remember me.”

“I don’t kno—” For some reason, the words got stuck in my throat. “No. I don’t remember you,” I said instead, awkwardly tugging my hand free and standing up.

“No,” he burst out, scrambling to grab at my legs when I took a step away. “No—please—please don’t forget me—”

I shook him off and walked quicker. I was beyond confused. If he was one of the Carlin’s minions, he was a shit one. Because he just knelt there, a crumpled, pitiful heap on the floor, and watched me cross the hall to those wide, arching doors. He didn’t try to stop me, even though I’d been the Carlin’s prisoner. He didn’t jump up and snatch the wicked blade gleaming at his hip, telling me I couldn’t leave.

I glanced back at him once, my brows twitching with confusion, before I pulled open one of the heavy doors and slipped out into the empty front hall, determined to get as far away from this fucking place as I could.

In the better light, I glanced down to see what had caused that sharp pinch to flare on my chest. I stared at my golden skin again, momentarily distracted, before noticing the tiny, rough X that had somehow appeared in the dead centre of my chest. Like someone had tattooed it into my skin with black ink.

I felt something shift against my throat. Reaching up, my fingers snagged on something, and as I pulled it away from my neck, I saw it was a tiny black feather. I didn’t remember ever having a necklace like that. Had the Carlin put it on me? Was it part of her game?

I didn’t have time to inspect any of it now. To wonder. I needed to get out of this place. I needed to get far away from the Carlin and her evil sons. Balor, Bres and Cethlen.

Was there a fourth? No, I didn’t think so. Or if there was, I’d never met him, and for a brief moment I wondered why the question had even popped into my head. Three was enough. Why borrow trouble by imagining there were more of them?

Fury boiled in my veins. I wanted to kill her. Her and her three sons. The fear of being caught loose in here faded, drowned out by murderous rage that felt foreign and unlike me, but I didn’t question it.

I was going back to my cottage, and I was getting my dagger. Then I was coming back here to kill all of them. I didn’t care if I died trying.

They’d murdered my parents. They’d severed my only tie to the mortal world so they could steal me and bring me here to play these sick fucking games with me. To force off my mortal skin so they could harness my power somehow, just so the Carlin didn’t have to cede control to the other queen when the Mild Months came.

They’d destroyed my entire life for a bit more power. So I’d destroy theirs.

The huge front hall was silent and empty, but I stuck to the edge, making my way past the door that led to the dining room, where I’d been forced to sit through that awful dinner with the Carlin and her sons all those months ago.

My heart gave a mighty thud when I heard the low murmur of voices behind it. Male voices. I thought it sounded like two of the princes, but I didn’t know which ones.

I stared at those huge double doors that led outside. How was I going to get them open? And if I somehow could, how was I going to do it quick enough that the guards outside didn’t simply slice my head off with their swords before I’d taken a single step?

There had to be other doors leading outside in this place, but how was I going to find them? The palace was like a fortress, and I’d only ever been in the throne room and the dining room—and there were people in the dining room.

My gaze darted frantically over the empty hall. They stopped on the set of doors opposite me, leading to some unknown part of the palace. I took a hesitant step closer, knowing I couldn’t just stand here completely exposed until someone walked in.

“Someone’s in the hall.”

The voice was soft, but I still heard it painfully clearly through the dining room door. I’d never heard Cethlen speak, but I knew it was him. The son with the impeccable hearing, who listened for secrets and rumours among the Folk. The Carlin’s ears.

Fuck. I started running for the doors opposite, because they already knew I was out here now. As I fumbled with the handle, my heart spasmed when the dining room doors were flung open behind me.

“His skin is gone,” Bres snarled. “He’s escaped the chains. Get mother. Find Lonan!”

I flung open the door and ran, crashing into the corridor wall when it rushed up on me before I changed my course and sprinted down the long, dim hall. I could hear Bres behind me, still screaming furiously.

“Lonan! Lonan, get here now!”

I didn’t know who he was calling for, but I didn’t have time to wonder. I crashed through another door and almost tumbled down a set of narrow steps, momentum carrying me forwards as my breaths heaved out of me.

I could hear Bres clattering down the steps behind me, so I shoved open the plain wooden door in front and burst into a kitchen teeming with Folk. It was steamy and hot in here, the clatter of pots and pans and the roar of the stove rushing over the sound of blood pumping in my head.

“Seelie!” someone screeched. “Get it! Get it out!”

I shoved fae out of my way, sprinting for the open door I could see at the other end of the room, feeling the rush of cold air from outside already.

“Stop him!” Bres shouted from behind me.

Cold fingers grasped at me, nails scratching my skin and almost ripping out my hair. I didn’t let them stop me. I ripped free from their grasping fingers and flew through the door, the icy air stealing my breath for a moment and making my chest hurt.

My feet were numb within seconds. I ran blindly, the bright snow hurting my sensitive eyes. The back of the palace descended into a sharp drop with no way down, so I sprinted along its mammoth perimeter as I heard the crunch of Bres’s boots in the snow behind me.

“You won’t get away, seelie,” he roared. “I’ll cut off your fucking feet to stop you running again.”

My heart was pounding, almost as hard as it had been in my final moments alone in the Carlin’s throne room. Before the burning heat had filled me and brought me back. Had I done it? Finally done it? Shed my mortal skin?

I’d snapped my chains, and my skin was golden now, and I was somehow keeping ahead of Bres even though he should have been far faster than me. That surely meant I was fae now. Full fae. It had happened.

The front edge of the palace came into view, the gleam of the icy steps that would let me escape. My legs ached from running through the snow, but I didn’t let myself slow down. I refused.

The guards yelled in shock when I appeared at the front of the palace, but I was already flying down the huge icy steps.

“Get him!” I heard Bres shout. “Stop him! Where the fuck is Lonan?”

Pounding feet sounded behind me, growing in volume until I knew there were more than just two guards and Bres chasing me. I slipped on the icy grass when I made it to the bottom of the steps, then took off in a dead sprint towards the cottage.

I almost tripped again when a dark shape loomed ahead of me from the darkness as I ran. Ankou and his great hound stood there. His face was still hidden beneath the brim of his wide hat, but I thought I could see the glow of white eyes shining from the shadows.

I didn’t stop running—didn’t wait to see if he was here to take me away to whatever afterlife there was out there. He somehow kept pace with me, reappearing in my periphery every few seconds even though it didn’t look like he was moving at all.

I ran faster. My heart felt like it was going to explode. The murky outline of the forest appeared on the horizon, and I fixed my eyes on it as I ran.

The death fae and his hound finally stopped appearing in the corner of my eye, but I heard his low, raspy voice drift over from behind as I sprinted across unseelie land, the guards’ heavy footsteps still behind me.

“Until we meet again, Ash.”

Fuck. I didn’t know what that meant. I didn’t know why he’d followed me but then stopped. Did that mean I wasn’t going to die? I didn’t have the capacity to think about it, because I was somehow keeping ahead of the guards, but I wasn’t getting any further from them. They were keeping pace, and there were lots of them.

A crow soared over me, its wings beating frantically until it vanished up ahead. I ran, my heart spasming when the cottage came into view. Part of me still wanted to get my dagger and turn back—to fight to the death just to relieve some of the murderous rage still boiling inside me, but self-preservation won.

The forest. I needed to get to the forest. I prayed that shedding my mortal skin would let me finally leave unseelie land. Would let me finally get away.

I nearly tripped when an enormous black wolf leapt out of the darkness, snarling at the guards and snapping its teeth. It paced to keep them back, giving me precious seconds to get ahead of them. I didn’t know why it was helping me, but I didn’t question it.

I flinched when I heard a shout from one of the guards and a sharp, pained whimper from the wolf, but I didn’t stop or look back to see what they’d done to it. I was so close. So close to the cottage, so close to the forest.

It looked brighter in there now. Everything did. The land was bathed in muted blue light, and in the depths of the once impenetrable forest I could see dozens of eyes watching me. All different kinds. Huge white ones, tiny yellow ones, red ones that glowed with hunger.

My frantic gaze locked onto a bright green pair directly opposite me, my heart jumping when they blinked sideways.

“Run, Ash,” Nua screamed, his golden face coming into view, strained and terrified. For me.

I realised I could hear the forest now. It wasn’t blocked to me anymore. A cacophony of life teemed in there, faint whispers, excited screeches and snarls as the creatures among the trees watched my mad dash for my life.

The door to my cottage burst open, and then the Carlin’s eldest son was striding towards me, a heavy sword already gripped in his pale hand and his face twisted with fury.

He started running, impossibly fast, directly towards me. Already raising that sword into the air.

“Ash, run,” Nua screamed.

My heart spasmed hard. My bare feet slipped in the wet, icy grass. Balor was practically flying towards me, sharp white teeth glinting in a snarl.

I reached out desperately to Nua as I got close to the treeline, and time slowed down when I saw the sword arc down, glinting in the moonlight, directly over my outstretched arm.

I was running too fast to slow down when the blade cut my arm off cleanly, just above my elbow, and I was distantly aware of the sickening, horrifying thud as it hit the grass before I was tripping over it. Tripping over my own fucking arm. For a second, I thought I felt warm fingers curl round my ankle.

I thudded onto my belly with a pained grunt, but I didn’t stop, already scrambling back up, trying to ignore the numb feeling in my left arm and the hot wetness coating my side, dripping down my legs.

A cold hand snatched at my hair, choking me when it yanked my head back and used the grip to throw me onto my back. I kicked out at Balor, my bleeding stump flailing and spraying blood as I tried to push him away, to scramble back from his snarling fae face.

His hand was wrenched from my hair when the huge wolf slammed into his side, knocking him to the ground with a heavy thud. It was injured. Dark blood made its fur glisten and sprayed onto the grass with its ferocious movements as it fought with Balor.

I didn’t stay to see which of them would win.

My breath hitching from the pain that was starting to throb in my arm, I stumbled to my feet, slipping, feeling weak from blood loss already. Nua was still screaming at me, but my head was spinning and I could barely see which way the forest was at first.

I could hear the heavy, thumping footsteps of the guards racing towards me. The snarls and pained whimpers of the wolf as it fought with the Carlin’s son.

The forest swam in front of me. I was so close—so close—

My entire body tingled and broke out in goosebumps when I made it past the treeline and into the forest, directly into Nua’s arms. He immediately tugged me forwards, not letting me stop or slow down, even though I wanted to beg him to. I needed to rest. My stump throbbed with agony, my feet were frozen. I could hardly breathe, my heart pounding in my chest like it was about to explode.

“Keep running,” Nua snarled, his fingers like claws in my good arm. “Don’t stop, Ash. Keep running.”

I forced myself to, half propelled by Nua, whose skin felt feverishly hot against mine. We ran until my legs shook and threatened to collapse, until black spots started winking into my strange night vision and my head felt like I’d spent an entire night drinking fae wine.

“I can’t,” I gasped. “Please—”

Nua dragged me to a gigantic fallen log and stuffed me into it. I cried out in agony when my bleeding stump grazed the bark, the pain making me collapse onto my belly.

I panted shallowly, breathing in dirt and moss and wet, rotting wood. I couldn’t move when I tried to heave myself up with my one good arm, and as my fingers curled weakly around wet leaves, a shining golden hand appeared in my failing vision.

“I’ll protect you as best I can until Gillie arrives, Ash.” Nua’s raspy voice was low and trembling as he clasped my one remaining hand. “I promise. I won’t let them hurt you.”

I couldn’t bring myself to say anything back, my breaths too short and shallow. I heard him let out a low sob.

“Ash, I’m sorry I failed you in the end. I’m sorry I was too late.”

The hand let go of mine, and I felt long, warm fingers brush over my hair.

“I’m sorry, my brother.”


Author’s Note

Thank you for reading the first part of Ash and Lonan’s story! Sorry for such an immense cliffhanger. It is a doozy.

You may still have some unanswered questions at the end of this book. Don’t worry—they will be answered. This will be a trilogy that focuses on Ash and Lonan (with, no doubt, spin-offs for several characters I am already in love with just as much as our main couple).

This was wonderful to write, and quite a change from the dystopian, sexy monster-infested wasteland of my other series, Monstrous. It gave me cosy vibes, despite the threat looming over Ash’s head for all of the book. I kind of want to go live in that little cottage next to a forest and spend my days making potions and cooking over an open fire.

What’s next?

Coming out next will be book five of my Monstrous series, which is about our prickly, loner half-monster Moth. After that will be book two of the Folk series, Forgotten Vows, followed by the book that the readers of my Monstrous series have been dying for… Lilac’s!
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