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For those whose magic remains in the shadows:
We see you.



Contents
Content Warnings
Prologue: Alyth
1: Alyth
2: Samson
3: Alyth
4: Samson
5: Alyth
6: Samson
7: Alyth
8: Samson
9: Alyth
10: Samson
11: Alyth
12: Samson
13: Alyth
14: Samson
15: Alyth
16: Samson
17: Alyth
18: Samson
19: Alyth
20: Samson
21: Alyth
22: Samson
23: Alyth
24: Samson
25: Alyth
26: Samson
27: Alyth
28: Samson
29: Alyth
30: Samson
31: Alyth
32: Samson
33: Alyth
34: Samson
35: Alyth
The High Blade
Historical Note
Acknowledgments
About the Authors



Content Warnings
Murder and gore, loss of bodily autonomy, emotional manipulation and abuse



Prologue
Alyth
9 March 1566
Holyrood Palace, Scotland
There are two types of power:
The kind that you’re born with, and the kind that you take.
Mary Stuart was crowned Queen of Scots when she was less than a week old because of her birthright. She is always obeyed. Which is why when she turns to me and orders me to do magic, I know I have no choice.
We’re in the queen’s private supper chamber, and Mary trusts the people in the room with us—David Rizzio, the queen’s noble secretary from Italy, and her half sister, Lady Jean.
She trusts them with my secret. My power. Meant to serve only her.
“Don’t be boring, Alyth,” Mary whines, waving her hand at me. “Just do something.”
In Mary’s court, I’m Alyth Graham, a bastard daughter allowed to run too wild by an indulgent grandfather. I’m low-ranking enough to be ignored but high-ranking enough to be tolerated, so I’m pretty much invisible. Which suits me fine, of course.
Because I’m only a Graham on my ma’s side.
I’m only human on that side too.
“I am not a performing bear,” I grumble.
“Please?” Lady Jean asks. She was born illegitimately but to the former king, so no one cares about a little bastardry. There’s lots of that in the Scottish court.
“You can trust us,” David adds.
I know he speaks the truth. I see the auras all around this room. Loyal purple wafts off David from the chair he rests on. Pink love and orange security weave around Jean and Mary, sitting together on the lounge couch.
Everyone here feels safe.
Even… I twitch to think it. Even me.
“Aye, all right, then,” I say, offering a tentative smile.
All along the wooden walls are tapestries in lush greens, depicting forest scenes.
David and Jean gasp in shock and delight as the woven plants come to life.
Ferns waft in a breeze that’s not real; leaves sway on the trees. The delicate flowers stitched in pink and red and yellow pop their heads up, tilting toward David as he steps closer, his violin forgotten on his chair.
“This is…” he starts. His hand reaches up, trying to touch a bunny peeking around a tree trunk. It blinks at him, real as anything, but as soon as he actually touches it, the illusion is gone.
The tapestry is just cloth. It always was. I merely made it forget its limits for a while. Glamours don’t change reality. They only change the appearance of things.
David turns to Mary, eyes wide, his aura wrapped in curious green. But I can already see a dark shadow passing over the queen. She rules us all, but she is human. Not a drop of magic in her.
“Enough, Alyth,” she says coldly. It’s all fun and games until the queen gets jealous. She might not have the same power I do, but she thinks she can control mine.
I pull my magic back. She can have this. She wanted to show me off, but I cannot show her up.
David, bless him, knows when to keep his mouth shut. But when he looks at me, I see a change in him. He has always been polite, but now I see awe in his eyes. Respect.
He holds one hand to his heart. “Thank you, Lady Alyth, for showing me—”
A scream rends the night, rising from the stone stairwell outside the queen’s chambers. Mary’s hands go to her round belly. She’s not just the queen; she’s carrying the future monarch inside her. Jean whirls to me, eyes wide.
My heritage comes with a price. I was born to protect Scotland and the queen with my life.
Gunshots echo off the stone stairwell.
“Behind me!” I order, standing and throwing up my hands. Human guards can only do so much. Glamours are easy enough, but the protective barrier I call forth is much, much stronger.
Strong enough to stop bullets, though?
“David!” I shout. “Get closer!” He cannot see the wall I’ve made, but expanding the bubble of protection would spread my magic too thin. Already, sweat beads on my forehead.
David’s eyes are panicked. “I must defend the queen,” he says, all foolish nobility as he reaches for the dagger at his hip.
“No, just get behind—” I start, my voice strained.
The door swings open.
All hell breaks loose.
Men pour into the small room, crowding the doorway. I immediately spot the red plaid of Ruthven’s clan, but the man is pushed aside as Lord Darnley—the queen’s own husband—swings a pistol around the room, shouting something I don’t quite catch.
It’s all too much. The queen clutches her pregnant belly. Jean’s frozen in shock. And David, noble David, is still beyond the reach of my barrier, still holding that little dagger of his, hardly big enough to skewer a rat.
Glamours aren’t real, but they seem that way, especially to humans. I weave one of the most complicated glamours I’ve ever made, winding the threads of time to force them to slow down. Ruthven’s sword is still not fully out of his sheath; the men at the door barely inch forward. I cannot truly stop time, but the people all around act as if I have, believing their slow motions to be normal speed.
All but one.
Darnley. Like me, he has fae blood. His is diluted through the generations, though, so he’s not strong enough to counter my magic.
“What are you doing?” I snarl. Where are the royal guards? Have they all been killed?
Darnley’s eyes are ice chips. In his right hand is a pistol. In his left is—
“No,” I whisper.
A red stone no bigger than a robin’s egg is caged inside golden wire. I’ve only ever seen drawings of this sort of thing, but if the ancient books are right…
“I will be king,” Darnley says. He may be the queen’s husband, but she refuses to grant him the Crown Matrimonial. She will not raise him in rank to be her equal, and he cannot abide the idea that a woman is more important than him, not even when she’s Queen of Scotland.
Darnley smashes the stone to the ground, and a red mist rises from it. The fog creeps toward the queen, who remains motionless, trapped in the same fearful position as when the attack started, like a field mouse frozen as an owl descends, talons out.
This is the work of the Red Caps. Vicious fae who feed on bloodshed and war.
That mist still leaks from the stone. When that reddish cloud touches a human, the person will become a target. The men Darnley has charmed and tricked and bribed will become mindless murderers focused on that one person. And it’s painfully clear Darnley intends the victim to be his own wife. Treason, yes, but with both the queen and unborn babe dead, Darnley will be in the ideal position to take the throne.
I must move fast. The mist is not affected by my glamour; it does not believe that time is slow. It rises and weaves, a snake about to strike, aimed at Queen Mary.
My protection barrier will not be enough. Not against something made by a Red Cap.
I pull all the magic within me, all the power I own, and call wind down from the hearth. Glamours cost me nothing, but this—real magic—it comes from the very wild nature of the land.
The wind answers my call. The fire flickers, flames reaching like claws, and I push—
The mist floats away from the queen—
And wraps around David.
My heart screams, but I have no energy remaining to even whisper my horror. I had not meant to make David the target, but I can barely keep the protective bubble around me, Mary, and Jean, and wind is hard to control, and—
My glamour breaks, and time resumes as normal. Ruthven’s sword is free of its sheath. His eyes are black—possessed—as he plunges his blade into David’s heart.
“No!” Mary roars.
But it’s too late. The bloodlust is upon the men. Their blades sink into David, stabbing him over and over and over again, long after his body stops spasming on the stone floor. The blades plunge down, arc up, hot blood forming a red rainbow, cascading crimson droplets.
I count each blow, barely able to hold on to my consciousness as I focus what little power I have left.
Fifty-five.
Fifty-six.
Fifty-seven.
It’s so cold. So methodical.
No steel can cross the barrier I’ve made, but today I learn that blood follows no such rule. It rains down over us all.
The rebels kneel before the body, not in prayer but in desecration. Mary stares, shock silencing her voice, her arms wrapped around her belly, unable to look away even with blood splatters all over her face. Jean holds me up, lending me physical strength to keep me upright so I can protect us from these savages.
Darnley watches from the threshold. He ignores the viscera sliding over his coat.
He snuck a Red Cap weapon into the royal palace and used it in an attempt to murder his own wife and unborn child.
I did not stop David’s death, but I have saved Mary’s life.
And we both know it.
“I can wait,” he tells me casually, his voice barely audible above the squelching noise of blades ripping through flesh. “Meanwhile, this is…useful.”
Useful? Useful? David is—was—a noble secretary, an innocent, a…a friend. One of Mary’s few friends. The royal court of Scotland is full of snakes and vipers—I doubt it took much convincing to make Ruthven and these other men take up arms against the queen. Scotland is a harsh land, a wild land, and blades settle disputes more than words.
Splintering wood sends my gaze across the room. David’s body is mutilated beyond recognition, blood seeping out over the stone, but one of the rebel’s swords caught the edge of his violin. The musical instrument is smashed into the corpse, the stone, the blood, the strings snapping, the music as dead as its master.
A useful death for Darnley. If he cannot kill the queen, he will kill the music. The joy. The friends she has.
You’re a monster! I want to scream at him, but that would take away my focus, make my protection weaker.
From the cruel twist of his lips, I know Darnley guesses my thoughts anyway.
A slow smile creeps across his face, one that doesn’t reach his icy eyes.
“Your magic cannot always stop me, little fae bastard.”



1
Alyth
November 1566
Stirling Castle
“At least I’ve been free of him for a time,” Queen Mary says.
The other ladies in the room all murmur their agreement but remain reserved. The court has been tense since spring. Everyone knows that king and queen, husband and wife, are at odds.
If it were just a simple coup, no one would be so nervous. After all, we live in Scotland; there’s always some discontent with a sword.
But at court, every Leth—every human with fae blood—knows that a Red Cap weapon was used…and that more have infiltrated Scotland since then. And the humans may be oblivious, but they’ve surely noticed the increased guards around the queen the past few months, the way she’s so easily startled, the moody fits that burst from her.
“Why don’t I play something?” Lady Fleming says. Most of the women are embroidering or knitting in the solar, but a harp and a lyre rest in the corner for our amusement.
I don’t know there’s a violin on the table until she picks up the bow and scrapes it across the strings.
“No.” Queen Mary’s voice is icier than a Highland blizzard.
Lady Fleming gapes at the queen but quickly masks her surprise. She wasn’t there that night. She doesn’t remember the way a violin splinters on bloody stone.
But she puts the instrument down silently.
It’s been almost nine months since the attack. Mary’s baby was born. She fell desperately ill for a time after and was isolated for her health. Darnley has been mostly cavorting with cronies and absent from court. But that thrice-damned traitor of a husband will be returning to Stirling soon for little Prince James’s christening.
“I do wish he could simply remain at Edinburgh,” Mary says, sighing. It’s no secret that she’s essentially fled the capital, ceding him that win just to put distance between them. I may have influenced her a bit in that choice, pushing her to isolate from Darnley while I tried to pinpoint the root of the Red Caps’ weapons crossing the border.
“If I had to be married to Darnley, I do believe I’d prefer to keep him in a separate castle as well,” says Lady Seton, and the others all titter.
“I’d rather keep him in a separate sewer,” I mutter.
The giggles fade. I look around and silently curse myself. Right. I must remember my place. Darnley is the king consort still. And Lady Seton’s ribbing is acceptable due to her higher station, but my status is lower, therefore my comment, as usual, has crossed an invisible line.
I duck my head, hands clasped demurely in front of me. Everyone in the room waits to see Mary’s reaction.
Her lips twitch. A smirk.
I’m safe.
Mary’s happy chatter fades into a weak cough, and I go very still. Everyone does. The paleness of her skin has nothing to do with the powder she dabs on in the morning. Traces of her near-deadly sickness remain, a stark and bitter reminder that I cannot protect her from everything.
At least one of the Red Caps’ murderous tools—some sort of poison—got past me. It took a deal I’m not proud of to get a bezoar to save Mary’s life, and even that was a close call.
“Your Highness?” I ask softly as the queen’s shoulders shake. She clears her throat, waving me off. There are others closer to her, eager to be the one to give the queen water, a handkerchief, sympathetic smiles. I’m stuck in the shadows, ignored.
Most of the women in this room are human, but there are a few Leths scattered among them. It’s an…odd situation. I’m the highest-ranking Leth in Scotland. My father is a fae prince, for feck’s sake, and fully half my blood is magic. Meanwhile, Lady Reres has only a fae great-grandfather in her lineage and can barely make a candle flicker, yet she’s much higher in the court than me. So I get her respect, but part of the time.
That’s what “Leth” means anyway. Part. Part fae, part human.
Never whole anything.
I stab my cloth with a needle. This task is so inane, and I have far more important things to do. I detest the fact that in order to remain close to the court, I have to pretend to care about any of this shite.
But that is the nature of the duty my father assigned me at birth. If I am to protect Scotland, I must start by protecting the queen. A stable court here reflects a stable court in the fae realm connected to this land.
My stomach twists into knots. It’s not enough for me to be a bodyguard to the queen. That’s not even my real duty. My purpose at court is primarily to ensure the safety of the fae realm. Usually that means ensuring the throne is stable—peace here equates to peace there. But above everything is the need to protect both realms from Red Caps.
I’ve found three more weapons in as many months.
Three more items cursed with Red Cap magic. So far, we’ve been lucky. I intercepted a vial of liquid that—with one drop—would poison any well and had the potential to kill thousands of people. I confiscated a dagger imbued with beithir venom and then uncovered a pair of shoes that had been sent to the queen that would have eaten her flesh until there was nothing left of her feet but dry, white bones.
The problem is I have no idea who positioned these items so recklessly around Stirling—not just the village but here in the castle. Darnley is the prime suspect, but my spies report that he mostly spends his time hunting, drinking, and sleeping with women other than his wife. He might be the mastermind behind it all, but I have doubts his mind is capable of mastering anything.
No, the real issue isn’t Darnley, which is the only reason I’ve not ignored the queen and killed the idiot as I’d like.
The real issue is that someone is getting weapons from Red Caps, and I’m not sure who, where they came from, how many there are, or when one will be used next.
Mary’s laugh rings out amid the group of women. I scowl at my cloth, because it would be too well noticed by the ladies if I scowled at the queen.
Even though Mary is only a few years older than me, she often thinks of me as a child rather than someone equal to her, much less more powerful than her. She believes her crown is of higher importance than my magic. And she knows that part of my mission is to protect the fae by keeping them hidden…which means I shall never be able to show the world just how powerful I can be.
What even is the point of being the most powerful Leth in all of Scotland?
The problem is, of course, that it’s not only Darnley who wants the queen dead. Within Scotland, any number of people might be making a play for the throne. Additionally, the Catholics are all mad at her for not forcing Catholicism on the nation, and the Protestants are all mad at her for not being Protestant. It’s worse outside Scotland. Most of Protestant England wants Mary dead—she’s a threat to Elizabeth, their current queen, as heir apparent to that throne.
And that’s just the humans.
Most of the fae are fine with Mary, I suppose, judging from what limited reports I get from the Seelie Court. But the Red Caps would love for more chaos in the fae realm, and killing the Scottish queen is an excellent step toward upsetting the balance.
“My needle broke,” Mary complains, getting up from her chair.
When she stands, so does everyone else.
We are all friends here, but only one of us is queen.
Mary laughs and waves us all down as she walks over to the needle box. She makes a show of false embarrassment for our formality, but we all know it is not worth crossing the queen by not giving her the respect she feels is her due.
My eyes blur as I refocus on the main problem at hand.
Mary has too many enemies.
But it’s probably not the Red Caps directly. They were banished from Scotland when they sided with the Romans centuries ago, but they do have long, long lives. As long as there is fresh warfare for them to revel in, they can live indefinitely.
And England under the Tudors hasn’t exactly been bloodless.
It’s surprising that a Red Cap would let their weapons be used here, where they cannot benefit from the destruction, but they may be fine just knowing they’re seeing chaos regardless. If I want to protect Mary and Scotland, I need to figure out—
The small hairs on my arm prickle, static electricity zipping over my skin.
My eyes go instantly to Mary, standing over an ornate gilded box, plucking an iron needle from its velvet lining. One that emits a faint red glow.
My embroidery drops from my hands, falling soundlessly into my lap.
Magic crackles around my fingers as I call all the power I have. Acting on instinct, I throw a protective barrier around Mary so strong that she freezes in place.
“Your Highness?” Lady Seton asks, noticing the abrupt way the queen’s body turns immobile.
But the other Leths in the room have noticed too. Lady Reres leans over to Lady Livingston, and together, they cast a glamour to distract the other women as I rush to Mary. I’m dimly aware of Lady Seton’s skirt ties coming undone, the swaths of pleated fabric sliding out from under her corset and dropping off her hips. The woman scrambles to fix her dress as several other ladies rush to help her—giving me enough distraction to race to the queen, bound so tight by my magic that she’s not even blinking.
I allow myself a moment to scan the auras of the room. There is fear and confusion, surprise and embarrassment…but no strains of black and red, no hint of violence desired or anger at being thwarted.
Whoever did this is not in the room. Anyone could have hidden that needle in the box at any time.
To a human, it looks like any other sewing instrument.
I pluck the metal from Mary’s fingers before I release the protection around her. The queen stumbles; Lady Livingston offers her a discreet hand to steady her while angling her wide ruff to block her from the others’ view.
“What devilry did you do, Alyth?” Mary snarls at me in a voice just barely low enough to go unnoticed. “Give us privacy and explain yourself.”
Lovely. I just saved the queen’s life, and she’s angry at me.
I cannot truly make our conversation silent to any eavesdropping ears, but I can send our quiet voices to the ceiling instead, and I can twist the magic lines to make it easier for human eyes to slide past us.
Now that she’s not frozen in place, Mary takes a moment to look at the chaotic distraction of Lady Seton’s dress falling apart. She frowns, and I think for a moment that she’s mad I put her friend in such an ignoble position, but no.
She’s upset the attention isn’t on her. It’s just like her; she wants the magic to keep our conversation secret, but she somehow wants everyone to still notice her and bow to her.
Before she can vent her ire at me, I hold up the needle the queen had selected, even if she cannot see the faint strains of foul magic tainting it. I’ve been compiling every text I could find on Red Cap weapons, and I recognize this one. “If this pricked your finger,” I tell her slowly, enunciating every word, “it would drain every drop of blood in your body until you were nothing more than a withered husk.”
Mary’s anger turns to shock. “Another—”
“Red Cap weapon, yes.”
Lady Livingston and Lady Reres, not bound by the glamour thanks to their own fae blood, exchange a worried look.
I have to work quickly. I can make people ignore the queen for only so long; everyone in this room has been trained to pay attention to her, and it would be far too draining on my magic to keep this up.
“Was it him?” Mary asks.
She means her husband, of course.
“I don’t know,” I say, and that is what worries me.
The queen’s frown deepens. “If I were Queen of England, it would be simple to chop his head off.” Her voice is wistful, but her shoulders slump in defeat. “But I’m not. Yet.”
Mary has enough enemies, and even if she is technically next in line for the English throne, it’s not wise to remind anyone of that. “Let’s keep talk like this to ourselves.”
“This whole situation is unacceptable.” Mary squares her shoulders, no small feat under her heavy black gown and stiff white ruff.
“I agree,” I snarl, not liking her tone or the implication that I’ve failed.
“I wish I had your power,” she says, her eyes searching mine. “Maybe I would have known not to marry Darnley if I could have seen his…” She searches for the right word.
“Auras,” I supply. “The colors tell me only a little. Moods, intents, things like that. But would it have done you any good? You didn’t believe me when I tried to tell you—”
She raises her hand, and I obey the command to stop talking. What’s the point? I warned her not to marry the “long lad,” as she calls her tall husband. Darnley came to court reeking of glamours—glamours to make him handsome, charming, witty. Perfect. And she fell for it, head over heels, skirt over head, ring over finger.
As soon as they were married and it was officially too late to change anything, the glamours fell away.
The problem, though, is that it may not be him this time.
“We have to assume this is much larger than one man’s ambition,” I say in a low voice. Lady Reres still hears me; her back is stiff, her shoulders bunched together. “This could very well be the start of a war. Although…” I add, my voice trailing off.
“Yes?”
“I told you,” I say, my voice dropping lower. “I could…handle the problem of Darnley.”
She bites her lip.
Even with Mary’s knowledge that her husband is not a good man to be around—putting it mildly—she refuses to let others know the extent of Darnley’s treachery.
“I cannot risk my baby being declared a bastard,” she told me the night after David’s murder.
“There are plenty of bastards at court,” I reminded her. Every king before her had multiple mistresses. Seemed sometimes half of Scotland was related to one King James or another.
“Bastards at court are fine,” she said primly. “But not a one of them is allowed the throne.”
“We can kill Darnley regardless,” I pointed out. “You obviously conceived while married. It’s fine.”
“It’s not.” The queen’s voice brooked no argument. “Look at what happened in England.”
Damned England. That country ruins everything. King Henry, eighth of his name, ruled before Elizabeth. And his willingness to toss aside wives—either through divorce or beheading—led to a quite literally bloody succession mess. Queen Elizabeth is sometimes even called a bastard—often by Mary herself—despite Henry being married to her mother before her head was removed from her shoulders. And she had to fight to take her place on the throne of England, a fight that saw her half brother and half sister die and a cousin lose her head before Elizabeth could take the seat.
Even now, so many years later, there are constant calls for her to be overthrown. And most of them are rooted in the idea that she’s illegitimate, a handy excuse for all the Catholics who don’t want a Protestant ruler and all the men who don’t want a female one.
Killing Darnley—executing him for his treason—would cast doubt on baby James’s legitimacy for the throne, despite the marriage contract. I don’t agree with Mary’s point, but I understand where she’s coming from.
Still… “I could make it look like an accident,” I tell her.
The king consort could take a nice tumble into the sea, perhaps; the kelpies would gladly drag him under for me. The banshees love a man like Darnley; they would delight in screaming at him until his brain exploded.
She doesn’t tell me no.
Tension and anticipation curl inside me, like a snake waiting to strike.
“I think…” Mary says slowly. “No. Not yet.”
The snake sighs, disappointed.
My role is to protect the Seelie Court—and by extension, Scotland—and if I determine that Darnley is a threat, then, well…
I don’t have to obey the queen, not in matters that threaten the security of the fae realm. But Darnley is merely a stepping stone for this plot, I’m sure of it. I need to know how he got the stone he used to kill David.
Where it came from.
If the other weapons I’ve found are also from him.
If there are more traitors in this court.
“The Red Caps,” Mary says, pulling me back to the present, “they’ve not tried to reenter Scotland for many years, correct?”
I nod. Not since the Romans attacked. It was Hadrian’s Wall, I think, that inspired the Seelie Court of so long ago to erect a magical barrier. Let the Red Caps join the Romans. And let their wars spill blood on lands other than this one.
“Why now?”
“I don’t know,” I confess. “It could just be that someone found a stash of their weapons and is using them on their own. It could be that some discontent Red Cap is trying to sow chaos. They really are just monsters, eager to kill every man, woman, and child.” I shrug. “Any of these are possibilities.”
What I don’t say is what I truly fear: that after centuries, the Red Caps have finally discovered that I am the weakest guardian of the wall since its inception, and they know I’m not good enough to protect everyone.
I have nothing to support that other than my own self-doubts. Technically, every Leth and fae in Scotland helps with the wall by tithing a little bit of their magic back to the land.
But it’s my job to ensure the wall holds.
I meet Mary’s eyes. “I have to go check on the border. To make sure…”
Mary shakes her head. “No,” she says forcefully enough that the bounds of my silence glamour are tested. “I need you here, to protect me.” Her gaze flicks to the needle I still carefully clutch.
“You’ll remember that I outrank you in the shadows,” I growl, “and while it suits me to protect you while I’m protecting Scotland, you’d best also remember that’s a choice I made, not an obligation I’m bound to.”
Lady Livingston sucks in her breath. No one talks to the queen like this.
“You think I don’t put my country first?” Mary says, glaring at me.
I don’t bother answering. We both know that Mary likes the gold and the respect but not the responsibility. I would sympathize with her, but I don’t even get gold or respect.
“I’ll be back in a day or three,” I say, turning on my heel.
“You’re not dismissed!” Mary calls.
I flick my hands, and the glamour that hid us evaporates. I send another glamour in its place—a dark mark on the queen’s face.
It works perfectly.
“Your Highness!” Lady Seton—now properly clothed again—exclaims in shock. “What’s on your face?”
Mary gasps in horror, her hands going to her cheek. The other women all turn to her, calling for cosmetics and cloths, assuring her it isn’t a blemish and can be cleaned.
Lady Reres gives me a subtle nod, approving of my distraction.
No one else notices as I stride out of the room.
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Samson
Southwark, London
The Clink Prison smells like piss and hopelessness.
Which makes it rather indistinguishable from the whole of London, actually, but there’s an added thickness to it all here, the stone walls trapping centuries of stench so the very air gets in on the torture, choking prisoners right from the gate. Who needs a noose when a few inhales will clonk you out?
An exaggeration, that. Unfortunately. Especially when the Thames floods its banks like after the recent rain we had, and that living vein of excrement that keeps London functioning fills the lower floors of the Clink, forcing all the prisoners to steep in a pond of feral drowning rats and stagnant God-knows-what. Only according to the bishop who runs this place, God does know what, and God rejoices in prisoners being met with just ends like this.
Unease prickles up my spine.
Just ends.
I hold hard to thoughts of the bishop of Winchester perched at his high and mighty pulpit while a tidal wave of putrid Thames water gushes over him as I wait in the Clink’s narrow entryway. If I let my mind stray to where I am, to why I’m here—
I set my jaw, face forward, and tug my brown wool doublet straight.
Bet the bishop of Winchester can’t swim.
A door creaks open and a man shuffles out, hacking wetly into a soiled rag. He’s got a worn leather book open in one hand, and he sniffs, hacks, and spits on the grimy stones before glaring up at me. He may be a guard on the right side of this prison, but he still looks like he’s been in the Clink too long, his gray hair stringy, his face pockmarked and carved with deep wrinkles.
“What prisoner ya here for again?”
I repeat it on a slow exhale. “Prisoners. Two. Hal and Oskar Swann.”
The guard grunts, making a great show of looking through the log.
He spits a second time and pops his eyes up to me. “Not seein’ anyone by those names here, m’afraid.”
“They were just brought in.” I let my desperation leak through. Let that quake of fear enter my voice, and I bow my shoulders forward. “Please, sir. Please. Our mother, she’s right losing her mind with worry. She’d just sent Hal and Oskar out for peas is all. Peas for supper. She’s near on with her time on the next baby, and the worry’s not doing nuffin’ for her, sir. The surgeon come ’round and said we could lose ’em both if we don’t calm her down, and Hal, Hal’s the only one who can soothe her. He’s her angel, he is.”
I’m shaking now. Full-body vibrations, eyes wide and bloodshot, close to tears. I throw in a hard sniffle and a choked sob for good measure.
Some of the shaking is real.
I can hear a scream below me, muffled by the stones. Groaning, constant, from floors higher up. But the noises under our feet are what grab my focus the most. Have the lower floors flooded? Are Hal and Oskar down there?
Because of me?
I force the thought away. Hard. Not now.
The guard looks more disgusted at the thought of a man sobbing in his prison than he does moved to empathy. “As I said. I’m not seein’ no Hal or Oskar here, aye?”
Shit.
I’d really hoped to avoid having to do this. But part of me knew it’d come regardless.
This is how things work at institutions like the Clink, run by the illustrious, fair, honorable church. Is it Catholic now or Protestant? Can hardly keep track.
I reach into my doublet and pull out a small bag of coins.
One more pathetic sniffle. I’ve found most folks get mighty uncomfortable when a grown man of eighteen blubbers. Add on my height and bulk, and few people know how to take it when someone who should be all scowling and brooding is weeping.
The guard’s nostrils curl, but he snatches the bag from me, counts the coins, and nods before shuffling back through the door again.
I’m left in the narrow entryway, staring at the mildew-covered stones, listening to water burble far beneath my boots and the occasional persistent scream.
My shoulders pull back, and I keep my mind blank, blank.
No thoughts means no emotion.
No emotion means I stay in control.
After far too long, the door opens again, and the guard comes back out—this time with Hal and Oskar in tow.
Oskar’s got his arm wrapped around Hal’s narrow shoulders, and I can see every one of Hal’s eleven years in his shaking countenance.
I purse my lips and throw a quick, low whistle. It sounds like idle noise to anyone else, but it’s one of the partridge calls, signaling all clear.
Everything’s fine. I promise.
For a moment, a light flickers in Hal’s eyes.
For a moment, I think maybe I can salvage this. Maybe he won’t hate me too.
But Hal gawps at me, then looks away quick, like meeting my gaze is a death sentence.
My stomach swoops, and I nearly lose the war I’ve been waging against dry heaving.
He didn’t look at me that way before. And now terror’s lodged in his eyes. Like Oskar, one year on my eighteen; he’s kept me at arm’s length for a while, and his suspicion is proved right after yesterday.
A scowl is carved into Oskar’s face. He glares at me with all the fear and mixed hatred he usually packages up for the sake of survival. You can’t be picky about who your allies are in Southwark.
Arguing with Oskar’s a concern for later. For this moment, both of ’em look dry, and I manage a full breath.
Of nasty prison air.
A cough lodges in my throat, but I’m not done.
“Thank you, sir.” I turn to the guard and fall back into my fumbling, frantic persona, so desperate and relieved that I hurl my body at him, catching him in a grasping hug. “Oh, thank you kindly, sir. Our mama will be so happy. She’ll—”
The guard shoves me away with a disgusted sneer. “Back off. Get gone, the lot of you.”
Oskar usually catches on. We play on people; it’s what we do. But he doesn’t pick up my act, glaring at me hard, and Hal, his face half buried in Oskar’s shirt, looks out with big blue eyes that are watery, worried—scared. And that’s what guts me most, that Hal’s fixed to be someone else who avoids me back home.
If Oskar lets me go back home.
“Out.” The guard throws another hacking cough into his soiled rag and disappears back into the prison.
We shuffle toward the main door and dive quickly to freedom.
The bright blue sky and potent sunlight outside the Clink hit us like daggers, but all three of us have the good sense to stay quiet as we walk calmly through Winchester Palace. We weave around the various buildings cluttered up next to the Clink, and finally, finally, we topple into the street outside the palace grounds.
I want to keep going. Keep on walking and walking until I can’t smell London at all anymore, until I can get the stench of rot and agony and death out of my nose. I want to breathe, but I can’t so long as the buildings around us are just the same, the Southwark neighborhood crowded with whorehouses and seedy pubs, the streets gone to mud. We’re out of the Clink, out of the palace grounds, but I’ll never be out, will I?
Oskar and Hal start walking down the road, back toward the little room we share with half a dozen others. But the moment I turn to follow, Oskar whips on me.
Before he can speak, I gotta try.
“We got attacked,” I say. “You can’t expect me to just stand by while—”
Oskar’s glare is on fire. “We run. You know that. We don’t stick around to pummel our marks.” His voice is a hiss, so close to the Clink still, with people walking past us on the road. “You nearly killed a baron, Samson,” Oskar continues, upper lip curling over his teeth. “With Hal there too. You knew it was his first time out. You knew, and you still went off half-cocked and screwed us all.”
Hal fully shoves his face against Oskar’s side. With that turn away, the last of my resolve vanishes.
The baron’d been a patron of the brothel we live next to. None of the girls there liked him; he was cruel, the sort who left bruises.
The sort we took pleasure in tricking, then robbing blind.
Only this baron fought back. And alerted others nearby, his friends. The putrid little room had filled quickly with bodies and fury.
Those men could’ve killed Hal. Could’ve killed Oskar too; one man landed a good blow to his stomach, I know he did. I know Oskar’s gotta be smarting from it, but he pulls Hal closer to him, his scowl unwavering on me.
“I had to get us out,” I defend. “I had to—”
“You had to do nothing,” Oskar barks. “You said you’d get it under control. You promised it wouldn’t happen again.”
My hands ball into fists, knuckles pulling, aching. There are cuts all along them. The bones themselves feel bruised.
I don’t remember beating the men unconscious.
Don’t remember anything until coming to, and Hal’s there sobbing, and Oskar’s shouting at me to stop, but there were already guards coming—
I was the only one of us to make it out the window. Thought I could reach back up and help Hal down. But they ended up in the Clink, and I didn’t.
A shiver rolls across my back, makes my arms twitch.
The move is too sudden.
Oskar yanks Hal behind him. His anger deepens, wraps up tight around his fear, until he’s got his arm out in defense. Hal makes a strangled sob against Oskar’s back, and my heart shatters into a hundred blades that cut up the inside of my body.
I’m sorry, I want to say. It’s the curse. I won’t hurt you.
But I can’t promise that.
My chin drops to my chest, tangles of red hair coming down in sheets that hide me for an unsatisfying pause. I’ve apologized before. The last time, when someone jumped us while we were walking home, and I came to over a groaning man.
Samson’s had one of his fits again. That curse, he says. All but killed a man.
Or before, when I was younger and Ma had just died, so I ended up scraping my fingers to the bone alongside other kids in a workhouse. The man running the place was a sadistic bastard. I was small, but I came to and he was bent over me, blood dripping from his crushed-in nose, which was satisfying, but he was pinning me to the floor and screaming about me attacking him. He left me to hang by my wrists for two full days as punishment for something I couldn’t even remember doing.
For the past few months, I’ve carved out a home with others who’re products of the brothels that dot Southwark. While some, like Oskar and Hal, immediately got this camaraderie, my curse keeps me on the outskirts for fear I’ll turn on ’em all.
I thought I could control it. Thought if I had proper incentive, I could surmount it.
This is as close to a home as I’ve gotten. As close to family as I’ve come since Ma.
And I’m losing it.
I clench my jaw, panic and sorrow and grief and a whole herd of emotions barreling into me. Beneath it, anger comes on determined legs, galloping up my throat and kicking debris out through my mind in a building fog.
Shit. Shit. Not now.
Trembling arms wrap tight around my chest, holding me together, and I take deep breaths of London-caustic air, choking on it.
A horse whinnies close by. It startles me enough to shock me out of my spiral, and when I glance over, I stiffen.
Shoulda known he’d be set on me getting it to him fast.
There’s a carriage attached to the horse, not two paces back from where I’m standing with Oskar and Hal. Must’ve pulled up while we were talking.
Instantly, Oskar knows it, and he lurches toward me, fury reignited.
“What’d you do?” he snaps.
It’s really over, living with them, fooling myself into thinking I was part of their little found family. Didn’t stop me from pretending I was one of them.
God, did I pretend.
What a dumbass thing to do.
“I needed the money to get you out,” I say, take a breath, then add, “and he wanted something the baron had.”
I can feel Oskar’s shock on the air. It gushes out of him. “He sent us after that baron? It was a setup. That job. Your father had us rob him?”
“He wanted it. You wanted it. I figured I could do the two together.” And that’s the truth. None of the others like doing jobs for my father; they don’t trust him. Rightly so—I don’t trust him either. I’m not the only one of us to know their father is a rich royal, but I am the only one whose father claimed him. Not enough to give me any sort of station or even his last name. Just enough to use me on occasion.
But rat bastard or not, he pays well. The kind of well that gets food on our table. That keeps our roof from leaking.
Oskar’s glare is a brand on the side of my face as the carriage door groans open.
Leaning out the door is William Cecil, Baron Burghley, a lord and a secretary of Queen Elizabeth herself and a right piece of shit.
I got all my looks from my ma. Red hair, pale skin, tall stature. Cecil’s short and forgettable, balding brown hair and dull eyes. He blends into the edges wherever he is, which he prefers; makes it easier for him to be the head of the queen’s spy network.
Without another word, Oskar starts to pull Hal away—
But I hold out my hand. “I need it, Oskar.”
He freezes. Glares at me anew, this time in disgust. “That’s why you freed us?”
“No. ’Course not.”
He doesn’t believe me.
I’m not sure I do either.
Oskar’d been the one to grab the damn thing, and he works his hand into a compartment a lot of us have hidden on the backs of our shirts, a small gap stitched under our doublets. Keeps treasures hidden, and most people who’d search us assume it’s just a stiff part of our clothing.
But he wiggles out the object and tosses it to me in one careless flick.
I catch it. It’s wrapped up in a cloth still, thank God; Oskar hasn’t touched it. But I know it’s a brooch, no bigger than my palm, that lets off a faint magenta glow.
I tuck it to my side quick.
Oskar looks more tired than anything now. He shakes his head slowly, deliberately, letting that be enough. Don’t come back.
My eyes fall to the mud beneath my boots.
Maybe a minute or two passes.
By the time I look back up, Oskar and Hal are gone.
Cecil, though, is still watching me from the carriage, his beady eyes focused and intent.
“You have it?” he asks in a dull, flat voice.
My posture stiffens. Solidifies. No sorrow, no grief.
Around Cecil, I don’t have tells. Don’t have weaknesses.
I make for the carriage and hand the brooch to him. I’m not sure what it does; it’s vile fae crap, and I want nothing to do with it.
But I’m not a fool. I know when Cecil gets word of fae magic in Southwark and sends me trotting off to retrieve it for him that he keeps the nasty little glowing objects for his own use. For the queen’s own use. He’s told me what some of them do if I need to be warned before I interact with ’em: one could set fires without a spark or tinder; another could knock a person into a deep sleep with a prick of their finger.
Cecil tucks the wrapped brooch within his cloak somewhere I can’t see.
I expect him to leave. But he doesn’t, and I got nowhere else to go, so I stand there, staring at him, hoping for…something. A job, maybe. It’s the only way I can get money now.
No home.
No better prospects.
I’ve got nothing. Truly, deeply. Nothing but this wretched curse wreaking havoc on my body.
I rub my chest, every bit of me aching.
“Come along.”
I blink up, and Cecil’s sliding back in the carriage.
“Samson,” he snaps.
But I hesitate, my skin prickling in a cold breeze. “I—”
“Now.”
Jaw leveling, I haul myself up into the carriage. Cecil tugs the door shut, encases us in shadowy coolness—this’d be awful during the summer months.
A moment later, the carriage starts to move at a steady, swaying pace.
Cecil sends me letters when he’s got a job for me—my ma made sure I could read. Before she was a working girl, she was a lady’s maid, and she wanted me to have a chance of getting out of Southwark. Cecil writes his letters in a code of his, one of the few things he taught me, and when I get whatever item he orders me after, I send a similar letter back. He shows up in Southwark, collects the fae magic, tosses me a payment, then he’s gone.
So sitting in silence, the carriage taking us God knows where, is more unnerving than waiting in the Clink was.
I don’t ask where we’re going though. Don’t so much as drop eye contact.
Cecil’s pale gaze glints at my motionlessness. My nonreactive state. I don’t break for him, and it reminds me with a stab that I got all my lying and manipulating from him. Lord knows my ma, rest her soul, couldn’t have lied her way to a mouthful of water in a downpour. But from the moment I met Cecil, it’s been painfully clear we’re cut from the same cloth.
Every time I lie, every time I hurt people.
It’s all Cecil.
With the luxury of someone who’s soaked in self-importance, he tips his head and, at last, speaks. “Your curse is still causing trouble for you, is it?”
It’s not a question that needs answering.
He nods like I spoke. “How desperate are you to break it?”
My mouth opens, confusion muddling my thoughts, but—
Hope.
Hope makes a sudden firm grip around my throat.
Because if he’s asking that…
I came into contact with one of these damned fae items as a child, just before Ma died. These bloody awful bits of magic are the reason I’ve been floundering to survive even more than normal people in Southwark, the reason I’ve not been able to keep control of myself, the reason I can’t trust myself. Because some sneaky little fae imbued magic in an item, and I don’t even know what the item was, and now I’ve got this rage in me that takes over, and I gotta live with it for the rest of my days.
Because that’s how fae magic works. It’s nasty and volatile, digs in like a jagged sword and leaves a scar on your soul. Fae items are rare, so most people don’t know about them, and with good reason; the fewer people interact with fae shit, the better.
“There’s no way to break it,” I say, testing.
Cecil’s lips quirk, but his eyes stay deadened, bored almost. “My contacts have received reports of a fae item that causes people to lose consciousness and attack those around them.”
Heat rises up the back of my neck, spreads out across my face, and I know I’m flushing red; it’s a trigger response, one I always try to keep a tight lid on.
“Where? In Southwark?” Immediately, I recoil. “What’s it matter if we find it though? How could it break what it did to me?”
I’d take some perverse joy in destroying the damned thing. In getting to crush whatever the item is beneath my boot.
Cecil hums. “You do not understand the full breadth of fae magic, Samson. If we have the item that cursed you, I have people who work for me who could study it, learn the magic used to enchant it, and break it. The magic on the item as well as the curse on you.”
My spine goes straighter as the carriage rocks. “You said fae curses can’t be broken.”
“No. I said it was unlikely that your curse would be broken. And it was, given you had lost the item. But now?” His eyes spark, the first sign of life, but I don’t trust it. Can’t let myself.
I lost the item because I was a child, a scared kid, you prick.
My hands curl, knuckles burning still. “Where is it?”
“Ah.” Cecil leisurely parts a curtain on the window. We’re rolling over a bridge now. I don’t know which one. Still in London. “That is where this differs from my usual tasks for you.”
My insides cramp with agitation, but I don’t let it show.
“How so?” He’s making me ask. Drawing it out.
“This item”—he lets the curtain fall, slanting us back into dim grayness—“is in a collection amassed by one of Queen Elizabeth’s enemies. Telling you this is a matter of national security, Sammy. Can I trust you with the enormity of this task?”
“If you didn’t think you could, I wouldn’t be here.”
Cecil blinks at me. Then barks a laugh.
He settles back against the seat. “Fair enough. The item that cursed you has been collected by Mary Stuart.”
My eyes widen. The Scottish queen?
It’s the last thing I expected him to say. I was waiting for a pissed-off lord in a high-end neighborhood in London; wouldn’t be the first time he had me con a rival of his.
But Scotland?
Ever since the Scottish queen popped out a male heir, tensions have been sky-high in London. Elizabeth has gone runaway with paranoia, and people who aren’t even doing anything related to Mary are getting dragged in on accusations of supporting her.
I sit there, wondering if Cecil’s trying to get me killed.
“It is suspected that Mary is amassing these fae weapons in order to attack our queen.” Cecil levels a look at me. “I need someone to infiltrate the court and confirm. And if the fae weapons are in her possession, I need someone familiar with their magic to remove them.”
“What?” It kicks out of me, a punch of breath. “Infiltrate a foreign court?”
“I have tried to place my usual workers in the Scottish court,” Cecil says. “People fluent in multiple languages, in all courtly customs. But none have been able to give our queen what she needs. Which is why we are turning our focus to you. You have proven yourself adaptable, if nothing else, and I believe you will succeed where others have failed.”
“But I don’t speak Scots or French even.” He hears how wrong this is, right? Sending a bastard son from the slums of London out on a spy mission?
Cecil smiles, and it shuts my body down hard.
“You are concerned,” he says. “I understand. But you will be given all you need—travel arrangements, funds, information, a cover for your crudeness and lack of formality. The way is carved for you. All you must do is walk it. But”—he bends closer, so close that I can smell a hint of onion on his breath—“if you refuse, the ramifications, I fear, would be brutal. If Scotland were to succeed in assassinating our queen, it would throw England into peril. Innocents would suffer—innocents like those whom I paid to release from prison. How many whorehouse orphans are living in the slums now? What sort of end would they meet during wartime? Most of the boys are old enough to join the front lines, I suspect.”
I hold my breath, hold it until it burns.
Cecil wants to stoke me to show emotion, wants to poke and poke, but I won’t give him the satisfaction.
I also won’t let him have leverage on Hal and Oskar.
The bag of coins I stole back off the prison guard when I hugged him jingles as I dig it out of my pocket.
I toss it on the bench seat next to Cecil. “They don’t owe you. They’re not part of this.”
Cecil raises an eyebrow at the bag but doesn’t take it, just lets it sit on the bench like it’s unimportant. Like it isn’t enough to pay for a week’s worth of food. I could’ve slipped it to Oskar, but this way, Cecil’s got nothing to hold over them.
He looks back up at me, waiting.
“You can really break my curse?” I ask. Redirect his attention, but also because—if that’s true…
It can’t be true.
He leans back in a triumphant sprawl. “I can. Your curse will bother you no more.”
My eyes narrow. That’s an odd way of putting it. “And if they speak to me in Scots?”
He bats a hand. “Most of the Scottish court knows English. That won’t be a concern.”
It’s one of the largest glaring holes in this task, and he brushes it off as if it’s no bother.
The unease gnawing at me grows sharper teeth, bites straight through me.
Last time he had a special task for me, I ended up in the home of someone vying for Cecil’s position with Queen Elizabeth. Didn’t know that before, of course. Didn’t know either that the man was so well trained in fighting, and he didn’t appreciate me trying to steal from him. When I came out of my stupor, he was a bloody mess on the floor.
I got the fae-magic item from him and ran.
Never did have the strength to ask Cecil what happened to the man. Clearly, he didn’t snatch away Cecil’s position.
But did I kill him?
Cecil wanted me to. That was why he sent me there. He probably planted the fae magic item himself, just to lure me to it.
And now he’s sending me to Scotland. Crossing a border shredded by war and vicious mercenaries, into a court laden with vipers and assassins.
Are things really so awful that all Cecil’s better spies have failed?
Or is there some bigger goal he’s got for me?
What am I saying? ’Course there is. There’s another reason he’s shipping me off. He wants something else out of me, out of this task, and I can’t see what it is.
But if he’s telling the truth about the item that cursed me at least…and it is in Queen Mary’s hold…and I get it and bring it back to Cecil—
Could I be free?
I could go back to Oskar and Hal and the rest, apologize properly. I could earn a real place with them and not have to worry about hurting anyone ever again.
I sniff away the image when my eyes start to burn.
There was never a choice. Not from the moment I stepped into Cecil’s carriage.
With my hands on my knees, I meet his eyes. “When do I leave?”
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Alyth
Stirling Castle is a huge complex, with multiple monarchs adding walls and wings throughout the generations. Just escaping it is an expedition in itself. This main part is fairly new, the Stuart crest adorning the brightly painted walls. I duck down the corridor, easily slipping on a glamour to hide the richness of my gown and alter my appearance enough to look as if I’m a servant, but I add a cloak of obscurity as well, not wanting to be bothered.
No one questions me as I leave the main building. I am no one, just a girl too busy to be hassled, forgotten almost as soon as I am glimpsed.
I go the old route—through the North Gate and then down to the Nether Bailey. Part of the wall is broken here, but it’s not worth fixing right now. In the Bruce’s day, when the original castle was destroyed just to prevent the damned English from claiming it, we had to be worried about threats of invading soldiers. English then. Viking before. Go back a bit more, and it was the bloody Romans until my lot kicked them out.
These days, most threats to Scotland are invited inside the castle, plied with gifts, and smiles are used instead of swords.
I pick my way over the broken stones out to the path on the back of the hill. Going down is easy. My strides lengthen as the path evens out, and I don’t stop until I reach the new bridge, the one made out of stone instead of wood. A boy’s clogged the way, leading sheep across the river, but I don’t mind. I don’t need to cross the bridge. I go under it.
The magical barrier protecting this land is like a bubble radiating around the country, and most of Scotland is surrounded by water. The River Forth drains out into the sea; all water is connected. So when I kneel in front of the river and dip my finger into the cold water, I send a trickle of power out, my magic zinging down the river, out and out before it returns to me.
I am not powerful enough to know every detail, but this small check assures me that the wall is still holding strong. Weapons crafted by the Red Caps have broken through, but the barrier has kept the actual villains out—the only way they could have possibly entered Scotland would be for the entire spell to fall. My shoulders relax.
I get up, shaking dirt from my skirt, turn.
And stop short.
A washerwoman kneels by the edge of the river, hidden in the shadows. I’m not sure what people would see if they leaned over the bridge and peered down. Perhaps just a woman doing her laundry. Perhaps nothing at all.
But I know this is not some old woman scrubbing a wet shirt in the river’s cool, gentle flow.
I creep closer. Best not to interrupt, and the devil himself couldn’t drag me to stand between her and the river.
My heart thuds. I rarely encounter full-blooded fae like this. Fae will sometimes drift between their land and this one, and some of the more feral creatures aren’t even aware they’ve crossed into the human world. Some, like the brownies that live in the castle, choose to hide in plain sight among humans. But this visit by the bean-nighe is no accident, and she’s trying to tell me something important in her own way.
My eyes flick to the shirt she’s washing, and my chest eases with relief.
Not mine.
Which is really good news, because as soon as the bean-nighe is done washing this shirt, whoever is wearing it will die.
That’s what the bean-nighe does. She’s a prophet of death.
The bean-nighe scrubs hard, her gnarled knuckles practically strangling the cloth of the shirt she washes. Finally, she sighs, sitting back on her heels, her eyes going immediately to me.
“Why are ye showing me this, Old One?” I ask, my accent as thick as my respect. Mary’s use of French has made my own tongue of Scots a little sweeter, but whenever I’m in my element, my rough brogue comes out. I like it better. Lies seem like a kindness in French, but Scots is a true language, in tone and words.
She tilts her head. “Because you’re gonna be the one to kill this lad,” she says.
Well.
This is new.
Bean-nighe aren’t well known for their conversation, and this one is being downright chatty.
As she’s telling me I’m about to become a murderer.
The bean-nighe lifts the dripping cloth, inspecting her work. She’s washing a tunic, rough woven. I cannot see more than the barest hint of a tiny spot of blood on it at the shoulder—which means, because the shirt is nearly clean, whoever owns it is going to die very soon.
By my hand, if what she says is true. And the fae don’t bother with lies.
My stomach twists at the thought. “When will it be clean?” My voice is soft, weak. For all my talk, I’ve never actually killed someone before. And sadly, this shirt doesn’t seem likely to belong to the king consort.
“Soon, soon,” she says, her words hollow and laced with power. Her eyes slowly slide over to her laundry basket, which I’d not noticed before.
Because it hadn’t been there earlier.
I itch to race over, lift the lid, and see if I can identify any of the other clothes in the basket. Blood on a black velvet gown could mean Queen Mary’s in danger. Perhaps I could recognize a tartan—a sign of war to come.
Or maybe I would see the gown I’m wearing—brown, edged in simple white lace, but rich enough to pass for acceptable in the royal court.
I look up. The bean-nighe’s watching me. Black teeth glimmer through her wryly twisted wrinkled lips.
I know better than to peek inside that basket. When it comes to the fae, there are two simple rules that cannot be trifled with:
 
	Be respectful.
	Mind your own business.

This bean-nighe seems eager to convey something to me, and the fae are masters at never outright stating what they want to. They’re very keen on testing a person, making sure the recipient of information is worth the effort. So she’ll tempt me to lift the lid of her basket and see what other washing she has to do, laugh at me as I try to figure out if anyone I care about is in danger. Some of the legends even say that if I manage to steal a garment and clean it before her, that death could be avoided.
But those legends are foolish. I stay silent. And I mind my own business. I can wait.
“That one’s next,” she says, drawing my focus as she lifts the lid on her basket.
I take a tentative step closer.
“Been waiting on you,” the bean-nighe says. She scowls. “Don’t like that castle of yours.”
Stirling Castle is decidedly not mine. But the fae don’t care about human politics. To them, I’m the daughter of my father, one of the princes of the Seelie Court, and despite my human blood, I’m respected among the wild ones because of that. A little anyway.
But that respect comes with a price.
If I fail to keep the Red Caps out of Scotland… Well. The fae know who to blame.
And they never forgive.
It’s true that some fae hate me. After all, as a Leth, I help enforce the barrier that protects us all but keeps anyone with strong magical blood trapped inside. Someone with just a few drops of magic, like Darnley or Lady Reres, can easily pass through the border, whereas I, a true half blood, cannot. And nor can any full fae, like the bean-nighe. I doubt she cares too much, but there are some fae who would like to see me dead and the barrier gone, regardless of the risk.
Wild things hate walls, even protective ones.
The wall was designed, all those centuries ago, specifically to protect both the fae realm and the human, with Leths as the guardians. We are the ultimate mediators between the worlds, with ties to both, and while we are far weaker than full fae in terms of magic, we are the ones who control the wall.
I eye the washerwoman’s laundry basket. At the top, I can make out a white shirt made of fine linen—something much more expensive than the tunic the bean-nighe is currently working on. There are black stains on the cloth, maybe from soot. Perhaps the poor sod who’s going to die will perish in a fire. Had there been bloodstains, a duel or battle would have been more likely.
The shirt is long; the hem of it would come to my knees, and the shoulder stitches would touch my elbows. Probably a tall man. A tall, doomed man.
The bean-nighe glares at the shirt. “It will be a difficult stain to remove.”
“Oh?” I ask, not quite rising to the bait.
If I ask her for something she suspects is significant to me, even just information, I will owe her something in return. That is the way of life among the fair folk.
Everything is a transaction. And a debt owed is a blade to your neck.
The bean-nighe grunts, somehow both pleased and disappointed in my restraint. Her cloudy eyes meet mine, and even if she looks as if she is blinded by cataracts, I know she sees far, far more than I do. “It’ll be hard to wash that shirt,” she says, jerking her chin to the soot-covered one in the basket, “because it’s hard to clean any stain caused by a Red Cap.”
My blood goes cold.
The bean-nighe washes clothes worn only by someone who dies within the magical boundary.
“The shirt belongs to someone killed by a Red Cap weapon?” I ask, knowing I tread a dangerous line. But the bean-nighe is trying to give me information, even if it’s in a roundabout way.
She shakes her head. “Didn’t say that. Don’t you be putting words in my mouth, bastard creature. I said the stain was caused by a Red Cap.”
Shite.
Not a Red Cap weapon. A Red Cap fae.
They’re going to breach the wall.
“When?” I choke out, my eyes going frantically from the basket to the bean-nighe and back again. “When are they invading? Are they already here?” I just checked the wall, but what if I missed something?
The bean-nighe shrugs. “I’ll finish this one soon, very soon.” She whips the wet cloth of the tunic she’d been scrubbing out, and I’m reminded—when she’s done with that shirt, I’ll have committed my first murder.
“Then I start that one.” She hooks a thumb at the linen shirt, belonging to a man who will be murdered by a Red Cap within the boundaries I’m supposed to be protecting.
She eyes the shirt. “Probably take me, oh, a few weeks to clean it proper.”
Weeks.
In weeks, the wall I have dedicated my life to will fall.
And people will die.
Not just the man who owns this shirt. A Red Cap would never be satisfied with just one death.
The bean-nighe will not—possibly cannot—tell me more than that.
“Can I…” I start, but I don’t finish the question. I could try to snatch the linen shirt away. If I take it, then the bean-nighe cannot finish washing it.
But I know better than to cross a fae.
I need to go to the wall myself. The only possible way I can prevent this future from happening is if I change it.
Perhaps if I inspect the wall up close, I’ll see something I’ve missed before.
Their weapons were merely the beginning. I should have known—this isn’t just Darnley attacking Mary; it’s a concentrated, choreographed assault. The plethora of Red Cap tools of destruction that have crossed the border so far were just the first step.
I try to think through my whirling panic. The weakest part of the wall has always been the southern edge, where our land touches England. And notably, it’s a violent area, with Border Reivers and a legacy of bloodshed. That would be the place where the Red Caps would go. And that means I need to go there first.
I turn around, another question dying on my lips.
The bean-nighe and her basket of washing are gone.
And I have work to do.
I turn on my heel and sprint into the village until I reach an inn with a Leth keeper, a young man I’ve had some business with before.
“A horse,” I say. “Now. Fastest you have.”
He knows me and knows I never make such demands without reason, and in minutes, he’s given me a huge white gelding, saddled and ready. I’ll arrange for Mary to pay him later. I throw myself atop the horse and race south.
***
My thoughts plague me, clawing at my back no matter how fast I ride.
This is it—the worst fear I’ve ever had, the terror I dared not even think. Red Cap weapons crossing the border is one thing, a loophole flaw in the ancient protective barrier.
But the bean-nighe’s warning means a Red Cap is coming now, may already be across the border. How many of them? How did they get through?
A dark thought zings through my mind.
Perhaps I should go to my father.
My ma was human, but she loved the wildlands, the craggy cliffs, the rocky moors. And my father was fascinated by the stories of humans he heard in the Seelie Court. So he crossed through a portal and met her, and they had a brief love affair as wild as the land.
I assume. Because while my father met my mother, I never did. I only know of my ma through my grandmother, who taught me what she could.
How to treat the fae I can see but full humans cannot. How to siphon magic to ensure the wall protecting Scotland is safe. How to open a portal between the worlds. What my grandmother couldn’t teach me from the old legends, I learned from the folk stories even the elders thought were myth, the books scribbled out based on the poems of the ancient makars, the hints of truth woven into the waulking songs. I learned from the other Leths, of course, but sometimes I see or feel things even they cannot.
Sometimes I have to teach myself.
I’ve met my father three times. He blessed me as a baby, declaring me his child, but I don’t remember that. When I was very young, I met a kind stranger who asked me questions and gave me a candy so sweet, I could taste it on my tongue for a week, but I don’t recall what he looked like or what we spoke of. I didn’t even know it was my father until I described the stranger to my grandfather.
The third time I saw him was two weeks before Queen Mary was set to return to Scotland after spending her childhood in France, five years ago.
I was just thirteen at the time, and barely that. I lived at Mugdock Castle, the heart of Clan Graham, outside Glasgow, but that was only at my grandmother’s insistence. As a bastard and without my mother to protect me, I suspect I may have been cast aside were it not for her. But my granny always looked out for me and forced my uncle to accept me after my grandfather died.
I’d been walking in the forest nearby. Few went as deep in as I did, and for good reason. Power calls to power, and the woods outside Mugdock Castle had been increasingly occupied by fae creatures since I was born.
“Slàinte mhath,” he said formally.
I knew he was my father. For one, he was too handsome, too tall, too elegant to be human. We call members of the Seelie Court “fair folk” not because they are beautiful—most are not—but because we want to flatter them into not harming us. But my father was a handsome man, so beautiful that it would have hurt if I didn’t hate him.
It wasn’t just his appearance that told me he was my father. His accent was strange, not French or English or Flemish or Spanish, all accents I’d heard at my uncle’s castle at one time or another. His voice was like song, and while his words meant that he wished me good health, he said them all wrong. We were in the forest, not cheering over mugs of ale.
“I am your father,” he continued in that same rigid tone that belied the musical accent.
“What do ye want?” I demanded, and I liked the way he flinched at my voice. The Scots language can be beautiful, but a proper Scot knows how to wield it like a blade too.
The arsehole told me all about my duty as the highest-born Leth in Scotland, even though he’d never done his duty as my father. And he never once asked about my mother. Or about me.
So I let him tell me all he felt I should know, and then I very politely told him, “Ith mo chac,” and walked away, ignoring the sputtering rage behind me as he declared he would not, in fact, eat excrement despite my command.
The bean-nighe is full fae, I tell myself. She sees the threat.
Which means my father must too. I don’t need to inform him of the danger. I’ve sent him all the weapons I’ve intercepted so far, except for the needle I saved Mary from today. That’s tucked into my bodice, safe until I can dispose of it.
The bean-nighe’s warning might have even come from my father. It’s like him: send someone else to communicate so he doesn’t have to see me directly. He’s certainly not going to come here himself.
That would require him to stop doing whatever the feck he does in the Seelie Court and give a damn about me for once.
No, it’s easier for him to just let this responsibility slide to me. And let the blame fall to me too.
I kick the horse faster.



4
Samson
I’ve never been outside London. Dreamed of it, over and over, held the idea so close to my chest that it left a bruise I’d grown used to, a constant ache of wanting. But leaving costs money.
It’s a three-day trip to the border, and Cecil accompanies me himself, along with two men. Soldiers? Other spies? I don’t care to ask, and they don’t speak to me.
But each morning, we leave the inn Cecil’s arranged. Each day, we spend hours in the saddle, my body screaming from the shift and sway of a horse. I’ve never ridden, but I mimic Cecil and the guards, fake my way through that task with only a few slipups. Each moment, we peel farther and farther from the congestion of the city.
My soul lifts. Weights are gone, and I find myself so often just closing my eyes and breathing that it’s honestly a wonder I don’t drop off the horse. The air is frigid but sweet, smelling of dried grass and packed earth and all manner of living things hunkering down for the season. It smells of campfire smoke and ice on the wind, and I can’t get enough of it, gulping it down like a greedy idiot.
It’s my one distraction—a consuming one, but a distraction nonetheless.
Still can’t work out what Cecil really wants with me.
Every task he’s given me, I’ve completed. Every fae item he’s sent me after, I’ve retrieved. When a highborn lord comes slumming it in Southwark brothels, and he somehow got his hands on a glowy bit of nasty fae magic, I don whatever persona best lures him in: A bumbling-drunk sycophant? A poor sewer rat he can laugh at? I weasel my way into his confidence, close enough to snag the item, then I’m gone before he comes out of his alcohol stupor enough to realize what’s what.
That’s what happened with the baron—the damn fool poured me a glass of wine before I snuck Hal and Oskar into his room. ’Course, everything went arseways after that, but we still got the item.
Even that task Cecil sent me on against his rival—I still lied my way into the man’s house, claiming to be a new servant before he found me out, and I got the item, though it was never about that.
Sometimes I think lying is the only steady thing I’ve ever had in my life.
So I’ve got skill, I know. But skill enough to take on a job this monumental?
Skill enough not to get ensnared in Cecil’s true plans again?
The afternoon of the third travel day wears on, and just before dusk, Cecil halts our journey. We left roads behind yesterday, traveling cross-country, our horses damn near breaking their legs on knolls that can’t decide whether they wanna be grassy or rocky.
Cecil points ahead. The scenery looks no different from everything else we’ve been traveling through: barren, scraggy trees and sloping hills.
“There,” he says. “That’s where the border begins.”
I sit up straighter in my saddle and peer around. The border between England and Scotland is a no-man’s-land that’s been contested for years, yet nothing about this place looks like the center of war and struggle. I expected the dirt to be ripped by booted feet; I expected the swords of dead men wedged in the earth, marking their graves.
It looks…ordinary.
And it creeps unease up my spine.
“Right,” I say. “We go on?”
But Cecil shakes his head. His horse dances impatiently. “No. You continue alone. There are roads from here, but it’s best to stay off any paths and make your own way north. Draw as little attention as possible.”
There’s no active war right now between England and Scotland. Tensions are still sky-high though.
Cecil’s eyes flash to mine. His usual calm, stoic mask slips, and he looks at me only in distaste. “You remember everything I’ve said?”
I stare at him, as cold as the way he looks at me. “Aye. I’ve got it.”
Cecil’s droned on the whole trip, talking and talking as our horses carried us up paths and through forests that grew more barren, peeled down by the coming winter and the change in the geography. He told me about Mary’s court and the various players there, and it was easy enough to log what information his spies gleaned about each person. He’s thrown facts about marks in Southwark at me similarly through letters, so I treated it just the same, filing away this or that detail for later.
I’ll be posing as a secretary for Lord Latimer of Clan Maxwell. I’ve got an English mother; that’s my cover to explain my accent and any gaps in my knowledge, any slipups. The best cons play close to the truth after all, and Cecil knows that. So my English mother raised me in London, and I came up to be with my father on Latimer’s staff.
Latimer is due to attend the baptism of Mary’s son, followed by celebrations for Christmas, but he’s indisposed, Cecil said. I interpreted that as killed or imprisoned by Elizabeth, as the two men accompanying us shared a smirk when Cecil talked of him. My role is to travel to the gathering at Stirling Castle and offer to be Latimer’s proxy.
I’ve got a bag full of papers proving I’m Latimer’s man. Seals and correspondence and diaries, and Cecil drove so much information into me about Clan Maxwell and Latimer’s place there that my brain feels as swollen as the snow clouds that haven’t yet unleashed over us.
I survived on my own in the streets of Southwark. I can memorize anything in a snap and take on whatever front people need to see. I’ve pried an existence out of a stark and uninhabitable place, and I’ve been training for something like this my whole life whether I knew it or not, whether Cecil likes it or not, and if he means for me to die or be his obedient little assassin, he’ll be disappointed.
Cecil eyes me. Weighing me up.
He reaches into his saddlebag and pulls out an item wrapped in a silk cloth.
After a moment’s hesitation, he passes it over to me.
“One last tool,” he tells me.
I take it and unwrap the cloth. It’s a necklace of thin braided leather bearing an amulet the size of my thumb. The amulet is silver, an interlocking weave of knots. It ain’t glowing like magic items, but something about it makes the hairs on my neck rise.
“What is this?” I can’t keep my nose from curling.
“I told you,” says Cecil, “I have people at work for me, studying fae weapons. They have developed a protective shield.” He nods at the necklace. “Wear this, and it will keep you from being further affected by fae magic.”
I bite down on my tongue. The tang of iron floods my mouth.
How long’s he had access to a charm like this? How long’s he let me traipse around Southwark, hunting dangerous fae items, when I could’ve had some semblance of protection?
He sits impassively.
He doesn’t care. I’m a tool to him just as this necklace is to me.
I slip it on.
“The symbol is important as well,” he adds. “It will designate you to anyone else of Elizabeth’s that you may run into. A way of identifying other loyal Englishmen.” He glares at me, a tight, tense look. “You are never to take it off. Do you understand me? At the end of this, I will have it back, so don’t think of selling it either. It remains around your neck at all times.”
“What if someone in Mary’s court has learned what this amulet means?” I press.
Cecil’s smile is humorless. “We change our symbol regularly. No one will know. By your tone, Sammy, it is almost as though you do not trust me.”
Behind us, back about two paces, the mounted guards both chuckle.
My shoulders tense. I’ll keep the damn necklace tucked into my shirt. No one will know.
And I’ll figure out what game Cecil’s really playing. I’ve got years of working for him under my belt now. I’m not as green as I once was; I know how he operates, and my eyes are wide open going into this.
A flash of memory cuts across my mind, quick as a blink.
That highborn man. Cecil’s rival. His house, dark and shadowed, his body lying sprawled on the floor. My knuckles aching, the smell of blood ripe and putrid on the air.
“Anything else?” I face the land ahead of me.
“Remember to send your updates in code,” Cecil tells me. The way he always wrote to me in Southwark so no one else could read it. “Report anything you hear about plots against the queen or fae weapons.”
My hands fist around my horse’s reins, but before I can urge it into motion again, Cecil makes a grunt of negation.
“Ah-ah. You continue on foot from here. There’s a town straight on the other side of the border. You can hire a ride to Stirling.”
I blink at him. “The border itself is four miles deep.”
“You remembered,” Cecil notes, and the tensing in his jaw says he isn’t happy about that. What else have I remembered that he was hoping I’d forget?
I scowl at him, but he doesn’t budge.
“Dismount,” he says. “Taking a horse is a quick way to get Border Reivers set on you. You don’t want that, do you?”
Border Reivers—roving mercenaries who take advantage of the border’s instability to raid and pillage their hearts out. Part of the reason crossing’s so dangerous; it’s not necessarily any wars you gotta watch out for. It’s the vultures who pick through the remains left behind.
I eye the land ahead of me. It’s growing more and more threatening with every passing moment, and the sun’s setting, heading fast to night. No way I’ll make it across before it sets, which means I’ll be stuck sleeping on a bedroll in the elements without risking a fire in unclaimed territory, which is likely Cecil’s intention. He could’ve timed us getting here earlier.
Prickles start in my fingertips. They rise up my arms, and my breathing ramps faster, heart thudding relentlessly against my ribs. A wash of anger starts to set in, dropping over me quicker than it has in a while.
Palms sweating, back straining, I fight down the anger. Push it deep, deep inside me, like I always do.
He isn’t worth attacking. Not until he breaks this curse.
I dismount and shoulder my supplies: a bag with my Latimer paperwork, another one full of travel gear. I’ve got a knife too, but it feels woefully small compared to whatever might be waiting ahead.
I start off without another word.
When I get a good bit away, I allow myself to look over my shoulder.
Cecil and his two guards are right where I left them, watching me from a copse of trees. It doesn’t matter much what he wants out of this, what he expects of me. I’m gonna survive this. I’m gonna find the item that cursed me, and I’m gonna be free.
I turn my back on my father and walk north.
***
Night sets in, but I don’t stop to camp. I can easily make it across by morning if I push.
All this wild, free air suddenly feels too wild, too free, and I find myself missing the cramped quarters of London. There at least you could wedge yourself in tight spaces and know no one could see you; here, eyes can be anywhere.
There are noises too. Noises like the hooting of birds that reminds me with a pang of Oskar, Hal, and the others in Southwark and how they’d communicate with birdcalls. But there are other sounds too. The clang of metal far off. A bray that might be a scream. A wolf—no, not a wolf, just a trick of mist and shadow. At one point, I spot the glow of a campfire in the distance, and I veer away to put more space between it and me, though it might be too late.
The Border Reivers aren’t out in droves since there’s no blood in the water to draw ’em, so I keep picking my way north, actually grateful Cecil had me leave the horse behind. He wouldn’t want me to die this early anyway; I’d draw attention with the clatter-clop of hooves. Even though I’m sweating through my undershirt and doublet and cloak, even though I’m bloody knackered from the prior days of travel, I press on, a shadow in shadows.
The going’s slower thanks to the terrain in the dark. I have to feel my way down hills and around stone outcroppings, taking each step carefully to avoid snapping an ankle or toppling down an incline. The later it gets, the more exhaustion tugs at me, but I shake it off and keep my focus.
The sky starts getting pink against the gray snow clouds, and my eyes trail the land behind me, keeping watch—
A person stands between two trees back the way I’ve come.
I shake my head, rub my eyes, and look again. They’re here, aren’t they? I’m not losing it.
They’re too far, and it’s not yet bright enough, but I squint at what I can make out—livery, clothes I’ve seen recently.
That’s one of the guards that was traveling with me and Cecil.
Has he been trailing me this whole time?
I scan the area, but it looks like it’s just the one guard. He’ll report back to Cecil. Probably waiting to see if I actually make it to the border.
I lift my hand in a rude gesture.
The guard doesn’t react.
Putting my back to the man, I carry on, coming to a flat bit of land—a road. I’ve crossed onto a road.
This is Scotland. Not the no-man’s-land anymore.
I don’t know how I know, but it’s a bone-deep certainty that has me pivoting to look back at Cecil’s man.
But the guard is where I left him. Far away now. Watching me.
We stare at each other for a good long moment before he turns and walks back the way he came.
“Give him my best!” I shout, but it’s a far distance, and the wind steals the words.
He and Cecil can both go straight to hell.
There are trees up ahead, the same type of gnarled, twisted ones I’ve passed dozens of times, and beyond them, just off another small rise, is a town, no more than half a dozen buildings all hugged up on each other, confirming that this is the border; I’ve made it to Scotland.
Relief doesn’t have a chance to settle before I notice the flock of birds.
A great big group of ’em hovers over the town, twisting in and out in a cyclone shape.
It’s so odd, I come to a stop, head cocking, wondering if my sleeplessness has finally gotten me. It’s only been one night of no sleep though; I’ve gone longer. This can’t be a hallucination.
Then, a scream.
From the town, from beneath the birds. Another follows, terror incarnate, and the oddity shatters in the panic that grabs my shoulders and pulls.
For half a beat, I resist.
If I go into the town and whatever’s causing the screams triggers my curse, I could just add to the horror. A monster on a rampage amid whatever’s harming people.
Another wail rings out, soul-cutting horror that jabs straight through me.
I sprint for the town, heart in my throat, and dig for that small knife I’ve got.
Some welcome to Scotland this is.



5
Alyth
I’m bone weary by the time I reach a village near the border. The little cluster of homes stands a few miles to the west, but my eyes are on the south. The magic is stronger here, at the edge, and I can see the barrier, golden light encapsulating my homeland.
I sag in relief as the horse plods forward.
Despite the bean-nighe’s prophecy, the wall is still strong.
For now.
My heart drops as my gaze settles on the nearby village. My horse stamps nervously, throwing his head back. I wonder if the animal can see what I see:
The souls of the dead swarm over the buildings.
“Sluagh.” The word escapes my lips unbidden as I kick the horse, spurring him on toward the danger. Most people think the Sluagh are the spirits of people who were not buried properly. If that were the case, this part of Scotland would have plenty of such monsters; the border is rife with fallen warriors over the centuries who were left to rot on bloody battlefields.
But I know it’s not enough to just let the corpse molder on the ground for a Sluagh to rise.
The Sluagh are malevolent souls who have been corrupted by Red Caps who desecrate their deaths.
And they cannot be raised without…
A scream interrupts my thoughts as I draw the horse up on the main street. I throw myself out of the saddle, tossing the reins through an iron ring in front of an inn—loosely though; if the horse needs to escape, he can jerk free.
Most of the townspeople have rushed for cover. I don’t know what they see. Birds, probably, a flock of ravens swarming. But even if they cannot see the Sluagh as I do, their primal instincts have them cowering. I spot fearful faces pressed against windows or peering out from behind hiding spots.
One woman stands alone in front of a small house with a stone wall around the yard.
“My baby!” she screams, waving her arms as she runs toward the Sluagh settling on the wall and floating over her house.
The Sluagh aren’t one single dark soul but a horde of fragmented, bitter remnants of what was once life. They look like shards of glass made of smoke, sharp-edged but shapeless. They’re scattered and broken and violent. And the very essence of their being is rooted in the same bloodlust that drives the Red Caps: insatiable longing for death.
More than a dozen of these evil spirits snatch and rip at a baby crying in the yard near the woman. It’s only because they’re newly raised and weak that they’ve not been able to organize enough to do what they want to do—lift the baby into the sky and drop it, breaking both the body and the soul and adding this innocent life to their horde.
I throw my arm up, grabbing for the wind and hurling it toward the Sluagh, scattering them long enough for the woman to scoop up her baby and race for shelter inside the house.
As if a building could protect them.
Nothing will stop the Sluagh. They’re already dead; they can’t be killed a second time. Pain doesn’t exist without a body. The fragmented souls of the dead claw against the walls, hurtle down the chimney, and scrape at the door, desperate to kill.
The Sluagh are unstoppable death machines.
But the ones who dropped down the chimney rise again, like smoke, abandoning the woman and her baby.
The Sluagh may only be capable of killing, but they can be controlled. Directed.
That is who I need to stop, whoever is ordering these monsters to attack this innocent border village.
I watch the Sluagh soar up, up, up into the sky, swirling like a dark cloud. Everyone else in the town remains in hiding, and that’s for the best. They would only get in my way.
I stride down the center of the dirt street, hidden by the shadow of the Sluagh above me.
Power laces through my fingers, but it has no direction. The Sluagh are too many and too powerful to attack on my own. Even if I had the ability to call the entire fae court, I doubt all their combined forces would be enough to stop this many Sluagh.
There has to be a cauldron, I think, desperately clinging to the old legends I’ve had memorized since I was a child. Red Caps invented weapons of war that could control others—there’s no point in having an army of the undead or possessed if they cannot be directed. The Sluagh are summoned and controlled with an iron cauldron made by Red Caps.
Find the cauldron, and I’ll find whoever’s controlling the monsters.
Above me, the Sluagh shift, a speckled black cloud above that must look like a murmuration of starlings to the humans. I follow the shadows, and when I hear anguished shouts of pain, I start running.
A person is hunched behind the butcher’s shop, arms thrown up in an attempt to stave off the Sluagh’s claws. The smell of days-old meat is cut through with the fresh, coppery scent of hot blood. With a roar, the man throws his cloak back, scattering the Sluagh long enough for him to brandish a small knife in his hand. He’s brave, I’ll give him that, but that tiny weapon won’t stop the monsters.
For a moment, I watch in awe. He’s just a man, young like me, yet even in the face of such horror, he doesn’t hesitate to fight back with ferocity, as if he doesn’t even care about his own well-being; he’s just intent on taking down as many of the Sluagh as he can. Is he Leth? Can he tell what these beings are? If so, he doesn’t seem to have even a flicker of fear.
I try to send wind again, but it barely disturbs the attack of the dead souls.
I have to find—
I whirl around. Whoever is controlling the Sluagh could be anywhere. But for this attack to be so pointed and directed at this one person, the cauldron and its owner must be near…
There.
Inside the butcher’s shop, I see a man watching through the doorway as the Sluagh shred their victim’s doublet, talons tangling in vivid red hair. The man in the butcher shop is entirely impassive, unafraid.
No…he’s gleeful, eyes eagerly shining as blood spills.
And in the crook of his arms is a small cauldron.
I slam the wind into the man controlling the Sluagh, and he goes flying, crashing into the butcher’s bloodstained countertop.
The Sluagh falter long enough for their victim to scramble a few yards away before they refocus on him. The man controlling them hasn’t dropped the cauldron.
When he straightens, his eyes go right to me.
He’s human—maybe just a drop of fae blood in him. But men can be just as cruel as fae, and the snarl of his lip tells me that he welcomes my intrusion. Welcomes the chance to hurt me.
I won’t let him.
The cauldron is full of dirt—a bit of earth where each corpse of the Sluagh fell. Spilling the contents out isn’t enough to release the Sluagh from this man’s control.
Only killing the man will do that.
“You’re next, fae bitch,” the man growls. His aura sparks with rage and power. He strides outside, toward me, slinging his fist like a hammer. It connects with my jaw, and my teeth clack over my tongue, a burst of metallic blood filling my mouth as I’m sent spinning. My body crashes into the wall of the butcher shop, the back of my head cracking against timber.
Dazed, I struggle to keep my eyes focused as the man points at the red-haired victim who managed to make it to the butcher’s gate. The Sluagh converge on him, and the victim shouts, his voice choking and horrible but his words full of defiant, angry curses at the monsters.
“Turn, damn you, turn!” the man with the cauldron shouts as he strides away from me, closer to the man he’s tormenting.
Turn? Is he trying to get the red-haired man to become a Sluagh and join the horde? It doesn’t work like that.
A curse on the Red Caps and their weapons and the way men use them without knowing how to control them.
I shake my head, using the wall behind me for support as I struggle to stand.
It’s the attacker’s shirt that grabs my focus.
The same shirt the bean-nighe was washing, rough-woven and pale brown.
The shirt of the man I have to kill.
And I know exactly how I’m going to do it.
My hands go to my bodice, where I tucked the needle Mary found. It too is a Red Cap weapon.
Before this moment, I never thought I’d use something made by those monsters.
But I don’t hesitate as I cross the butcher’s yard. The man’s back is to me, his arm clutching the cauldron close.
Right there—I see the exact spot on the man’s tunic where the bean-nighe was washing away a tiny bloodstain.
I drive the needle straight into his shoulder, pushing with my palm and using my sleeve as a protective cushion as the iron pierces his skin and digs into his muscle.
He jerks at the pain, but it’s just a needle jab, not a slash with a sword or a cut with an ax. He sneers at me, his free hand already rising in a fist.
And then he staggers.
The cauldron drops, spilling dirt and rolling away as the man’s face goes slack.
The arm attached to the shoulder I stabbed withers, the skin wrinkling inward and sagging off his bone.
The man starts screaming. His neck tendons stand out, his veins shrinking, his cheeks sinking in, the bags under his eyes stretching so much that I wonder if his eyes will fall from his skull.
He drops to his knees and throws out his bony arms to catch the fall. Both his wrists snap. The man smashes face-first into the ground, broken teeth skittering across a stone paver. His body convulses as the needle jammed into his shoulder saps away every ounce of blood in his body.
This is the fate someone intended for Mary.
Instead, I watch dispassionately as the man’s shaking body shrinks, the skin clinging to bones, the muscles going flaccidly dry.
It takes only moments.
I bend down and carefully extract the needle from the man’s ragged corpse. The body turns to gray, crumbling dust. I should have found a way to keep him alive, I suppose, to question him about where he got the cauldron, how he’s working with the Red Caps.
But there is a tiny dot of blood on his tunic.
And I know the bean-nighe has washed her copy of the shirt entirely clean. Right now, she’s pulling out the other shirt, the one made of finely woven white linen and covered with soot stains.
The one currently owned by a man who is going to be killed by a Red Cap after the wall falls.
I let out a stuttering breath as I tuck the needle back into my bodice, careful that the sharp point won’t prick my skin. I don’t want to look at the body. I don’t want to let my mind wrap around what I just did.
Murder.
The Sluagh are gone, back to the empty fields and windswept moors where their human lives ended. I pick up the cauldron, dumping the remains of dirt from it. I must ensure no one else gains control of this weapon.
“Hello?”
My eyes meet the red-haired man’s.
I was so focused on the cauldron, I nearly forgot him.
“Hello,” I say, matching his English. “Are you…” I don’t know how to finish that. He was just attacked by a swarm of Sluagh that he must have thought were nothing but birds. He’s obviously confused and hurt.
“I’m fine,” he lies.
His doublet is ruined, the back ripped apart. Scratches mar his face, arms, and back, but none of them are too deep, mostly because he was smart enough to use his cloak as something of a shield. He was lucky.
Was it luck that brought me here? I think as I stare into his vivid green eyes. Or was it the bean-nighe? I wouldn’t be at the border if she hadn’t warned me about the wall. I wouldn’t have used the needle if I hadn’t seen her washing the brown tunic.
And I wouldn’t have found the cauldron. My being here was by design.
I hate this. I hate the strings the fae know how to pull. I hate the way they wrap around my wrists like manacles.
But I also know that I needed to be here. The Red Cap threat is real. It’s more than just a few weapons crossing the barrier.
Much more.
The red-haired man rips off his ruined doublet, settling for the plain undershirt beneath. It’s torn as well, but not as badly.
Finely woven white linen.
I shake my head.
Most nobles have similar shirts. The bean-nighe might not have been washing one of his.
Or maybe that shirt was his, I think, and my intervention now averted his future murder at the hands of a Red Cap?
I shake my head, wincing at the pain from being hit. I can’t let myself descend into questions about fae and fate. It’ll drive me mad for sure.
“Er, I don’t mean to be rude,” the man says, drawing my attention back to him. “But what the hell is going on?”
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Samson
Birds.
I got attacked by birds.
First, the birds went after a baby, of all things; then, when I tried to get in on the fray to help, the birds turned on me, and it made sense to lead them away. Only they kept coming at me, pecking and clawing like they were rabid, and how the blazes do you fight birds? Not sure how much damage I did, stabbing my knife at random.
And then.
That girl showed up. And she did something to turn that man to ash. All so she could steal his cauldron?
That’s the only reason I didn’t slip into a blackout, I think. Because I haven’t had a chance to feel truly in danger. It’s all just so bloody weird.
It’s starting to catch up to me though, standing in the yard of what’s gotta be a butcher—it reeks of iron, viscera—my body feeling the scrapes and cuts of those damn birds and this girl just watching me, clinging to her prize cauldron.
She looks mighty pissed off. The hand not holding the cauldron is held loose at her side, not near relaxed but like she’s ready to take a fighting stance. The sky stopped spitting snow, but the heavy clouds cast a dim hue on what looks like black hair pulled into a simple plait. Her eyes are narrow and fixed on me with the intensity of a seasoned hunter, deep and dark like her hair.
I can’t help but notice the fact that she’s real pretty.
The girl adjusts her grip on the cauldron, a small enough one that she can rest it on her hip. It’s just a normal cauldron, no fae glow about it.
“The weather,” she says. In English again, thankfully, though thickly accented and clipped.
I blink at her. “Pardon?”
She cocks her head. “The birds get riled when the weather changes.”
My mouth drops open. I’ve never known birds to attack in a coordinated flock like that, but to hell with those damn birds.
“You turned a man to ash,” I say, pointing at the remains a pace from her feet.
Her lips draw into a tight line, her eyes not meeting mine. She’s looking at the space above my head. After a moment, she drops to look directly at me, and she squints in confusion.
“That? That’s an old firepit. Not a man,” she says.
Look, I’ve lied an awful lot.
And this girl?
She’s lying through her pores.
Anyone else might actually accept what this girl’s saying. Easier to believe the pile of ash is an old firepit rather than a person. Easier to believe they didn’t see what they thought they did.
But I know what exists in this world. I know what fae magic can do to people, and I saw her stab the man with…had to be a small thing. I didn’t see the glow of a fae item, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t there—everything was chaos.
The girl used a fae item to kill this guy, didn’t she?
That’s…a mighty coincidence, isn’t it? Not in Scotland an hour yet, and already I’ve found someone using fae magic.
I’ve been quiet too long, fighting hard to figure out how to spin this, and the girl takes my silence as acceptance of her lie.
She nods decisively and turns to walk back up the road.
“Whoa now!” I call out, stumbling after her.
She whips a glare at me. “I am not a horse.”
“I—” Oh. “I didn’t mean it that way. I—”
“Do you need a surgeon?” she asks through a tight jaw. “Are you unwell?”
“No, I—”
“Then you will excuse me, sir.” And she turns again.
God above, this girl. I don’t exactly want to be on her bad side if she’s got fae magic and used it to kill a man over an ordinary cauldron, but I can’t just let her go, can I?
It’s all just a weird happenstance. Maybe fae magic is more prolific in Scotland. Maybe this is what’s normal up here, people offing each other with magic items, then hand-waving it away from regular folk. If I call her on the magic, she’d turn on me, likely.
So I stand there gaping at her as she trudges off into the village, my mind a squall of shock and uncertainty and—birds.
What have I gotten myself into?
***
I dropped my bags a few buildings over, and I find them again, untouched. Most of the people in this town took shelter from the birds, thankfully. In London, this’d all be picked clean.
I’m still unsettled. Sore from my injuries. My doublet got destroyed, but I have another in my supplies, and I swap it out and do my best to wipe off the blood from the small cuts.
All the while, I keep a sharp eye, but that girl doesn’t show up again; she probably hightailed it out of here. Though who’d accuse her of murder when there’s no body?
Shit. Maybe it’s on me to bring her to some kind of justice, given I know about the fae magic she used and most folks don’t. But none of this is gonna help me do what I came here for, and for all I know, that man had it coming.
Still, a small flicker of guilt eats at me. I’m honestly surprised I still have it in me to feel torn up over a situation like this.
What makes this different? The fae magic she used? Or maybe the girl herself. She didn’t seem like a murderer. She didn’t seem cruel.
I give myself a hard shake.
My job’s the same: get to Mary’s court. Stirling Castle. Cecil said I could find a ride up in this town.
So that’s what I do.
I ask around until I get to the stables at the little inn, then ask about a horse for hire. Cecil gave me a bag of coins, but once the innkeeper realizes I tried helping the baby, he waves off my attempt at payment.
Second time today I’ve been struck speechless by someone.
When’s the last time I did something that got rewarded?
Face more than likely matching my hair, I accept the horse, all saddled up, and listen to the innkeeper’s instructions on how to reach Stirling fastest.
The road out of the village is quiet, just like this sleepy town. I pass someone coming toward me, a family on a wagon; they give curt nods and carry on. That’s it for a while, the sun rising as I ride, the horse swaying gently under me, following the well-carved road like he’s been up and down this stretch of Scotland enough to do it with his eyes closed. So I let him go, exhaustion creeping up over me in double time now that the adrenaline’s wearing off, and I’m not proud of the way I let my attention slip. I’m past the border, but threats are still real; I need to stay sharp.
But damn it, I’m tired.
I don’t wanna stop to camp just yet though; the innkeeper said I could make it to the castle in two days if I push.
I sag forward, snap upright.
Awake. Stay awake. Stay—
My eyes catch on something ahead of me. On the road. The scenery’s been much the same as it was in Northern England with Cecil, scraggy winter-stripped knolls and hills rippling off into the horizon. So at first, I think what I see is just a gnarled tree, but it’s thicker than that. Moving a bit.
A horse?
A horse, tied up at the side of the road. Saddled and with bags too.
And that girl’s with it. She’s dismounted, grumbling to herself about something, fuming as she fixes a strap on her saddlebag. The closer I draw, the more alert I go, heart thudding right through my tiredness. I’ve got no choice but to go around her; the landscape on either side of the road is thick trees and hills, and I don’t dare traverse it for fear of getting lost. She lets me get far closer than I’d expect before she notices me, coming to with a startled jerk.
I rein my horse to a halt a few paces back from her. How do I play this?
“You all right?” I call out, forcing a feeble smile.
Her eyes go above my head again, circling all around my body, and I glance behind me, but I’m not sure what she’s seeing.
When I face her, she’s scowling hard in suspicion.
“Are you following me?” she demands, Scottish accent rolling heavy.
“No,” I say. “Just traveling to Stirling.”
“Stirling?”
I hesitate at the unspoken command in her tone. “Yes, miss.”
Her eyes roll. “What business have you in Stirling, Englishman?”
“There’s plenty of reasons an Englishman would be in Scotland. It’s not a crime to be English here. Queen Mary’s own husband is.”
The girl’s suspicious glower doesn’t change. “What’s someone from England going to Stirling for?” she asks slowly. “And what business do you have with Lord Darnley?”
This girl being a murderess aside, I decide on going for broke with flirting. Why not? I give her a slow smile. “And why should I tell you? Miss.” Yeah, I caught how she disliked being called that.
The girl works her jaw. After a long pause, she hefts herself onto her horse and swings it around so she can face me. I take quick stock of her saddle—that cauldron’s not with her. She leave it in the town?
Her new position puts her horse in front of mine, so I could leave only by racing toward the thick, thorny trees.
I let her stare, feeling much like when Cecil reads me for weaknesses.
Which has anger kindling in my belly. But I’m well practiced in giving away only what I want, so I keep a cocky mask on, that leering smile, my posture relaxed on the saddle like I’ve got no worries at all.
“You should tell me what business you have in Stirling,” the girl says suddenly, “because I am a lady-in-waiting for Queen Mary.”
Actual surprise has my facade breaking, and my brows vault up.
She’s—
She’s a maid to the Scottish queen?
The Scottish queen who’s hoarding fae items.
And one of them is the object that cursed me.
No. This girl just happened to be in that village as I was crossing?
But if Mary’s hoarding fae items, it’d make sense her ladies would have access. Maybe she sends them out on missions across the country. Doing her dirty work with nasty fae magic.
It’s as good as confirmation that Mary’s got a stash of fae magic somewhere. And even though I’m still reeling at this massive coincidence, even though I’m still half-certain this is all a setup from Cecil, I smile. Aim a true, broad smile at this girl.
Because I’m going to get the item that cursed me. Hell, she may as well present it to me on a platter.
At my real, wide smile, not the cocky pretend one, the girl’s cheekbones go prettily pink. It makes her look young, close to my age, whereas her normal demeanor gives her the burdened weight of someone much older.
I play it up, widening my smile until she shifts back into anger. All fire and fury, this girl, but she’s restraining it. I want to nudge her, see how long till she blows off this cover she’s holding. Like calling to like and all that.
Though beneath her cover is possibly a stone-cold killer.
Like calling to like indeed.
My throat seizes, and I force a hard swallow, not letting myself linger on the flashes of that highborn man’s house. His body on the floor.
“Well, that changes things, my lady.” I bow as best I can in the saddle. “I’m Samson of Clan Maxwell. I’m Lord Latimer’s secretary—raised in London by my ma,” I tack on, and she grunts.
“Anyone can say that. Especially an Englishman with intentions that could—”
I whip out some of my papers from my saddlebag before she’s done talking. Latimer’s seal. Clan Maxwell’s.
The girl doesn’t reach out, just stares at them, her distrust peeling back in the smoothing of her forehead.
“I moved up to be with my father in Latimer’s court after my ma died,” I tell her. “I’m going to Stirling as Latimer’s proxy for the christening.”
I tuck the papers away, and the girl wilts. Imperceptibly, but it’s there, something like resignation. “Laird Latimer is not attending the baptism himself? Is he unwell?”
“Ill. Gout,” I say.
She cocks her head. “I am sad to hear that. Latimer is always a welcome addition to court.” Her eyes lock on mine, assessing again, and I sit there, allowing it, because I can feel her resistance waning.
If I can get her on my side, it’ll be far easier to search Mary’s apartments.
The girl’s watching me now with something like her own sort of tentative resolve.
On a sigh, she cuts her head up the road.
“Come on, then, Samson,” she tells me, then kicks her horse to face north again.
I grin. “Yeah? You aren’t set on running me through, then?” It’s the first time I’ve acknowledged her murderous inclinations. And I may say it lightly, almost teasing, but there’s a current of weight to it.
She stiffens in her saddle, dragging her horse to a stop. Not facing me, not even turning a bit backward, she says, “That’s yet to be determined.”
I shiver, tongue working over my teeth as she twists her reins and moves to kick her horse.
“Wait. What’s your name?”
She finally glances back at me, her expression gaunt, like she’s considering lying or simply not answering at all.
Her blink is slow, unaffected. “Alyth.”
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Alyth
I simply don’t know what to make of this Samson of Clan Maxwell.
His aura is innocent. Confused, curious, nervous…but he’s not fae or Leth, and he’s not got ill intentions as far as I can see.
It was odd though. He definitely didn’t recognize that the cauldron was made by fae. But he did see the man die—
He didn’t just die.
He was murdered.
By me.
—but Samson was aware the body turned to dust. I hadn’t had time to cast a glamour over the man’s death, but most humans would not have been able to process what happened. Their brains would have made up some more believable lie. I’ve seen humans write off fae creatures or magic as shadows or tricks of the eye, but few ever register the truth like this Samson did.
Which means either he’s uniquely perceptive, or he’s had some experience with the fae before.
And he’s going straight to Mary’s court.
Plus he’s English.
Which all means one thing:
I don’t trust the red-haired bastard one bit.
“You’re pretty when you’re suspicious,” Latimer’s secretary says, his horse plodding alongside mine as the path widens.
“I am not,” I protest.
“Not what?” He leans forward in his saddle. “Pretty or suspicious? Because I can attest to the first, and the latter is obvious.”
I glance at him out of the corner of my eye—something I keep doing, and no doubt the reason for his comment. His aura is muted. It’s almost as if he’s wearing a glamour, but no, that’s not it. He’s not got any whiff of magic around him, but his aura is…not quite right. Obscured somehow.
“How long have you been Latimer’s secretary?” I ask.
“Long enough.” He tries to catch my eye, but I ignore him.
I nudge my horse ahead of his to avoid more conversation. At least the Englishman didn’t notice me until after I’d disposed of the Red Cap weapons I’d taken, dropping both the cauldron and the needle off in the fae realm. Not into the hands of my father, obviously; why would he deign to make an appearance for me? But I was at least able to ensure the weapons are safely kept out of this world.
My eyes cut back to Samson. He smirks. I huff and jerk my head forward again.
His story holds water at least, but he’s hiding something. I’m certain of it.
Aren’t we all hiding something? The thought comes unbidden, and I push it away.
“What’s the queen like?” Samson asks, nudging his horse closer.
I shrug. “She’s the queen.”
“Yes, but you’re in her court,” he presses. “Surely you can tell me about her.”
“I could.” But I won’t.
“Come now. You can tell me,” Samson says, giving me a dashing grin.
Oh, so this arse thinks he can charm me? The lad doesn’t know that nothing makes me distrust a person more than fake flattery and simpering smiles. Honestly, just look at the way Mary fell for Darnley and all the mess that caused, just because the idiot man knew how to wink in ways that made the queen giggle like a fool.
And that’s the worst of it. I might never fall for someone like this ginger trifler, but Mary? She loves the flattery.
Samson may not be fae, but that doesn’t make him any less dangerous.
“You keep staring at me like that, and I’ll think you’re trying to make me call you queen,” he says.
I wasn’t staring at him; I was staring at his aura. Because for the life of me, I cannot see through to his true intentions.
But I can see that he’s tired. I am too, much as I’d like to deny it. As are the poor horses.
The evening grows long, and temperatures are dropping.
“We should stop soon,” I say.
“You don’t think we can push through? Make it to the castle?”
I shoot the Englishman a flat look. “You can lead your horse into a bog,” I say, shrugging. “But I’m finding a place to camp.”
Samson’s eyes grow wider. “Camp? Why not go to an inn?”
I draw my horse up short and stand in the saddle, twisting my body with my arms spread wide. “Aye, let’s just pop into an inn for the night,” I say, gesturing to all the trees that are assuredly not warm country inns with fluffy pillows atop clean beds. “What was I thinking, truly?”
“Right, your point is made,” Samson grumbles. “Shall we just…here?”
Even my horse snorts with contempt. “You’d like to set up a camping spot in the middle of the road?”
He sputters as I jerk the reins, pointing the horse down toward a moor speckled with heather. At least it’s been dry lately, a rare blessing, with only snow flurries that evaporate by noon. A large boulder stands partway between the road and the open field, and I direct the horse toward it before swinging out of the saddle and feeling the solid ground beneath my feet. It’s not much, but the rock blocks us from the road and might also help stave off some of that chilly wind.
“This is a good spot,” Samson says with the calm assurance of a man who has no idea what he’s talking about.
“How often have you left London?” I ask.
A flare of orange washes over his aura; I don’t think he particularly likes his city. “I’m glad to be out of it,” he says. Truth. Also dodging the question.
Well, I can forgive him for not being too prepared to rough it in the Lowlands; this lad only knows cities. I clear a spot and spread out my saddle blanket on the ground, and Samson copies me with his own. I left in such a rush that I didn’t have anything really packed, but I send Samson off to gather sticks for a fire, then use magic to convince the ground beneath the blankets to be a little softer and the blankets to be warmer and larger.
It’s winter, so foraging is out. It’ll be a hungry night.
I cast glamours around the campsite; anyone from the road will simply not notice us. Any fae wandering by will, of course, not be affected by the glamour, but they tend to mind their own business anyway.
I light the fire after Samson brings me a pitiful bundle of sticks, adding in a little extra magic to keep it burning warmly and without monitoring. At least the city boy will be oblivious when I don’t have to add more fuel. Plus, he actually proves a little helpful—he has some dried meat and hard cheese that he shares with me.
“We’ve not got stuff like this in London.” Samson has his knees drawn up to his chest under his blanket, and he’s watching as the stars speckle the sky over the shadowed moor.
“Stuff?”
He waves his hand toward the open area.
“I suppose,” I say. I always heard the English were so eloquent.
“You ever been?”
That accent. Ugh. “Been? Where?”
“London.”
I snort. I can’t help it. But he gives me a curious look, and I know he doesn’t understand. I can’t leave. My fae blood keeps me behind this wall. Perhaps my children’s children will make it past the barrier if I ever have any, but I will remain forever here.
“No,” I tell him, a little more gently. “I’ve never left Scotland.”
“I wouldn’t either if this were my home.”
Well, that earns him some favor. He can’t help where he was born, but at least he has the sense to go somewhere better.
“But if you do ever come to London, I can show you some proper inns that come with beds, and you can get a meal for just a pence.”
“Trust me,” I say, “I’d rather sleep in the open in Scotland than sit in your queen’s own palace for a night.”
His aura darkens.
Samson just shrugs. “I wouldn’t know,” he mumbles. Then he peeks up at me. “Don’t come to London for politics. Come for the pies.”
“Pies?” I say flatly.
He nods and launches into a lengthy monologue about where best to get the flakiest, most filling pies in London. Fleet Street, apparently. I can’t help but laugh at his animated declaration of love for some cherry pastry an old woman sells by the river.
“Maybe,” he says finally, “what I need to do is convince the old widow to move north and make her pies here.”
“Then I can have some.” The words slip out, a little too close to the truth for comfort. I press my lips tight.
But Samson doesn’t notice. He just laughs. “It’s certainly not worth going south,” he says. “London always smells like shit, mostly because there’s shit everywhere.”
“Well, that sounds a bit like Edinburgh,” I say, although I hate to admit it.
Samson shakes his head. “Nah, see, I don’t believe that. There’s nowhere worse than London.” He turns back to the moor. “It’s beautiful here.”
And it is. The stars spread out forever, and the full moon has a faint ring about it. An ethereal glow pours down over the field, and it’s not magic, but it is.
This is why I’ve dedicated my life to protecting my home. Not for my father, the ungrateful arsehole. Not for Mary, too wrapped up in her own desires to think about her own duties.
But for this. For the soft hoots echoing over the field as an owl starts hunting for a mousy meal. For the long stretch of sky that reminds me of an impossible infinity. For the cold bite of winter at my nose, the air scented in a warning of snow.
That man was a part of Scotland too. My hands clench into fists, hidden by the blanket. The man I killed. He was Scottish. A Leth, presumably.
And the cauldron he held, that was a Red Cap weapon. Probably made here. Just like the needle I used to kill him.
Not everything in Scotland is beautiful.
Acid boils in my stomach. How far will I go to protect my home?
When do my actions make me as bad as the fae I’ve sworn to fight?
“I’m going to sleep,” I announce, wrapping up in the saddle blanket and lying down.
“Sweet dreams,” he mutters in a soft voice that I ignore.
I roll over, my back to the Englishman, but I can’t force my anxiety down, just as I can’t force my eyes closed. I weave protective magic around myself. And I have a dagger strapped to my thigh.
I’m no fool.
But I also can’t sleep. I stay stiffly on my side until I hear the soft breathing that indicates Samson’s drifted off. I roll over.
Red, red hair spills like fire over the blanket he’s lying on. He’s asleep. He’s got no motivation for me to read, no colorful intent I can interpret. I can see nothing with my power now.
But I can see a lot with my eyes.
And they drink in this man. He can’t be more than a year or two older than me, but even lying down, it’s clear he’s a full head taller, maybe more. Soft jaw, even in sleep, belied by a square chin. My eyes drift to his lips: full, slightly parted.
A soft sigh escapes me.
Well, feck that. I am absolutely not going to go jelly legs at the sight of a single pretty face. This man may not have a glamour on him to make his eyelashes curl just so, but I’ve known my whole life not to trust people based on appearances alone.
My fingers twitch, longing to brush a lock of his vivid hair away from his face—
No. No. What in all the hells has gotten into me?
It’s going to be a long night.
***
I toss and turn, my mind awake despite my body’s exhaustion.
“I can help.”
I startle fully awake, surprised to see Samson sitting up, watching me.
A flare of rage ignites my core. How dare an Englishman be this good-looking? His face is chiseled, not an ounce of boyish roundness to it, but it’s still soft, his gaze caring as he shifts a little closer to me. Beneath his tunic, I can see the hard lines of defined muscles. Unlike the men at court like Darnley and his ilk, Samson has clearly known real work, and despite my very best efforts, I can’t help but find that appealing.
“The ground is hard,” he says, bringing me back to his initial words. “And I don’t know about you, but riding is hell on my body.” He shifts to a kneeling position and motions me closer to him.
He can’t mean—
“I don’t bite,” Samson says, grinning sheepishly but with a wicked, tantalizing smirk.
“Aye, but I do,” I snap back.
His grin turns feral. “Might not mind that.”
My cheeks burn, and I’m grateful that the dark hides them. But also…he’s right. My body aches for relief. So I sit up too, swinging my braid over my shoulder and turning so Samson can rub the knots out of my back.
His hands are warm, his touch like molten lava down my back as his deft fingers press into my tired muscles. A groan escapes my lips, and it’s met with a low, amused chuckle from Samson.
Everywhere he touches sends sparks along my skin. His fingers go up my spine, and I lean into his touch. His palms grip my shoulders, and my head arches back.
Before I’m aware of it happening, his lips are on my neck, his teeth grazing my sensitive skin. I suck in a gasp as his arms shift, going around my front and pulling me against him so that I’m supported by his strong chest. I tip my head down as his kissing grows more urgent, his tongue finding the shell of my ear, his hot breath sending shivers down my core.
I should push him away.
I should tell him no.
But I have spent my entire life pushing people away. I never form attachments; I never allow myself to be vulnerable. Not like this, with his mouth devouring my skin, his hands tightening around my hips, drawing me into his lap—
“How pathetic.”
I scramble away from Samson, standing to face the one man I never want to see.
My father.
He stands atop the rock, staring down at me. He’s unfairly handsome. Tall, with elegant features, clear eyes, pale hair hiding slightly pointed ears. He is a prince, and he dresses as such—silk cape over his shoulders, silver filigree crown atop his smooth hair.
But despite his outward appearance, everything is marred by the disgust clearly painted across his face right now.
I don’t even cast Samson a second glance as I toss up a glamour to hide the fae prince who sired me from his view.
My father just sneers at me. “You think you’re better than them?”
It’s been years since I last spoke with my father, and all he does is come to interrupt and insult me. For a moment, I think he’s angry I’ve been cavorting with a human. But no.
“Red Caps feed on violence and bloodshed,” he snarls. “Do you feel more powerful now that you’ve murdered a man with their weapon?”
Ice pools in my stomach. I let myself get lost in one pretty boy’s eyes; how could I have forgotten what I did this morning?
What I became?
“Well?” he snarls. “Do you?”
I recall his question. Slowly, as if I’m moving through thick fog, I take a tentative step closer to him. The fire is dead. The air is frigid. My breath comes out in clouds as I say, “No. I don’t feel more powerful.”
“So you killed a man for nothing.”
His words slice into my heart.
“I am not a Red Cap!” I shout at him. “I’m just trying to do my duty—”
“I did not intend for you to bloody your hands.” His lip curls.
“I did what I had to do.” My voice is low, but I know he can hear it.
“If you had any real power, you could have—”
“What?” I practically scream at him. I resist the urge to look back at Samson; I don’t want to call my father’s attention to him, and I have faith my glamour silences this conversation from him. “What power could I wield? I’m not full fae. I can make glamours and shields, and I can sometimes convince nature to help me. But I can’t—”
“You can’t do any of it effectively.” My father’s voice is cold, and the louder I get, the quieter he speaks. It just serves to infuriate me even more.
“Then help me!” I scream. “I’m just one girl, and this task you’ve given me is impossible!”
My father swallows, hard, as if he’s forcing himself not to vomit. “A millennia of peace brought on by my family’s magic, and it’s all going to end with my half-human bastard. Weak.” He sighs, and I feel the weight of my ancestry upon me.
My father is a prince in the Seelie Court because his family built the wall and expelled the Red Caps. It was designed to be a protective force, and the Leths to be the guardians who maintained it were a symbol of unity between the fae and human realms.
My father sneers down at me. “Like I said. Pathetic.”
I feel power swirling in my hands. This isn’t fair.
But before I can say anything, do anything, I hear movement behind me. Samson. I whirl around in time to see him bent over my saddlebag, something thin in his hand.
“What’s this?” he asks.
I squint.
A needle.
No, that’s impossible—I sent that needle and the cauldron to the Seelie Court, where the fae leaders rule. How does he have it now?
“Don’t touch that!” I scream.
Too late.
For reasons I cannot fathom, Samson pokes the needle tip into the end of his finger, pressing the pad against the sharp point until a bright red drop of blood blossoms.
But the needle, of course, is not satiated with that.
“What—” Samson starts, his voice fearful as the needle absorbs the droplet…and continues to suck away at him. His finger turns into a shriveled stick, thinner than the twigs he brought for fire.
“Alyth?” Samson’s voice cracks. “Help…help me…”
Horror washes through me.
Because there is no way to help. Once a Red Cap weapon has been activated, as this was, there is simply nothing anyone can do.
Except watch.
“Why?” Samson chokes out as first one arm and then the next withers away. His knees give out, and his back hunches, spasming in pain. His muscles twist, and he shouts in agony.
“No, no.” I’m sobbing, begging, but no one can help me. Not now.
My father—
I spin, but he’s gone. I failed Samson, just as I failed my father, as I failed Scotland, the fae, Mary, everyone—
“Alyth?”
My eyes fly open, my heart lurching so violently that I’m left gasping for breath.
I see his eyes first—bright green and very much alive. Samson leans over me, his face full, his body well. Beyond him, the sky is starting to lighten.
It’s dawn.
My face is wet. I touch my cheek, confused.
“You were having a nightmare,” he says, his brow furrowing.
Perfect. Crying in my sleep. Exactly what I wanted the Englishman to see.
And then I remember the first part of the dream. My eyes drop to Samson’s lips, and I swallow dryly.
“I’m fine,” I say brusquely, shifting away.
But he catches my hand. “You’re so cold.” His thumb rubs over my knuckles, concern evident across his features.
“I’m fine.” I snatch my hand away, too aware of how accurately my brain conjured up the way his skin would feel against mine.
“You’re not getting up, are you?” Samson leans over, grabbing his blanket and pulling it closer to mine. It’s not exactly like we’re sharing space, but he settles in near enough that I cannot reasonably move away without being rude.
I don’t care about being rude. I start to gather up my own blanket.
“Don’t be foolish,” Samson says, and I freeze in place. “It’s too cold.”
True enough. Plus, the shift in temperature has caused a thick mist to settle over the moor. It would be dangerous to leave now before the morning sun has a chance to burn some of the haze away.
“I’m not going to sleep more,” I state, my voice petulant and stubborn. Simply wonderful. I cry in my sleep and act like a child when I awake. What a brilliant opinion of me this Englishman must have.
“We can talk,” Samson offers. “I’m rather awake myself.”
“I don’t want to talk either,” I grumble. Why do I do this to myself? All I want to do is punch something.
“Well, you might not want to talk now, but you sure were talkative in your sleep.”
My heart thuds at the memory—my father, Samson dying. And worse, before that, the groan I made when Dream Samson rubbed my shoulders, kissed my neck, squeezed my hips with clear longing and desire…
“In fact,” Samson says, chest puffed up, “pretty sure I heard you say my name.”
“You’re right, I did,” I snap, hoping he cannot see the flare of red surely staining my cheeks. “It was a horrible nightmare.”
Samson snorts, but part of him looks worried; I was clearly thrashing around, and there is some truth to my statement.
“I dreamt about my father,” I say sullenly. There’s a bit of truth I didn’t intend to put into words.
“Well, if he’s anything like my father, then ‘horrible nightmare’ is accurate.”
“I assure you, my father is worse.”
Samson looks more serious than I’ve ever seen him. “I assure you, mine is.”
This boy has no idea what a competitive streak I have. “My father left my mother before I was born.”
“Same,” he answers pertly.
“All he ever does is drink and dance in court.” The Seelie Court, mind, but Samson doesn’t have to know that.
“So does my father.”
Oh, that smug look. “If he ever thinks about me—and it’s rare that he does—it’s just to give me a task or use me like a tool.”
“Likewise.” Samson smirks as he crosses his arms over his chest.
“Fine,” I bite off. “You win.” I can’t exactly explain all the ways my father’s an arsehole, not unless I want to inform this poor human about the fae he likely has no idea exist.
Except he wasn’t that surprised when the man I killed faded to dust…
Samson crows in triumph at his victory.
“But you only win,” I say, raising a finger to stop him, “because it’s clear both our fathers are shite. Yours only has the edge at being a bigger shite because he’s English too.”
My words were a good distraction, and Samson laughs at me before stretching and starting the process of packing up our little camp.
Even if the tension’s a little less than it was before, every time I close my eyes, I remember the way the man’s body withered into a corpse. He was still alive when his wrists snapped and his face slammed down. I watched the light leave his eyes as he collapsed in the dirt. And through it all, now I hear my father’s condescension as he declared me a failure, his voice not quite loud enough to silence the echo of my victim’s death rattle when I turned his lungs to ash.
A soft intake of breath makes me look up. Samson’s hand reaches for mine blindly, his attention on the moor. He grabs my fingers and squeezes, pulling my focus as a majestic red deer strides forward. Mist clings to its branching antlers, making them sparkle like silver. The deer tilts its head up, snorting, looking for danger. It’s far enough away to have not noticed us, but when my horse whinnies, the buck stomps a hoof down, tail flicking.
I spare one glance at Samson.
His aura is bright purple and green, the faint colors wrapping around him like the northern lights. His wonder and awe at the sight saturate every other emotion. His eyes are wide, his mouth parted, and I don’t think the lad’s even breathing.
He’s right to be entranced. Part of the power of Scotland is in its wildness. Places like this, where nature rules, are closer to fae magic than in the cities and towns.
Here is a place where, if care is not taken, it’s possible to slip from this world into the fae realm.
It’s happened before.
It will happen again.
But not today.
I turn back to the deer. The buck marches forward a few steps, heavy clouds of breath lingering in the cold air as it fades into the shadows of the misty moor.
Samson holds my hand long after the regal buck disappears.
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Samson
We ride the rest of the way to Stirling in silence. I don’t dare think it’s companionable…more like she’s only tolerating my presence. Alyth’s focused on the terrain, on staying alert, and I can’t fault her for that. I should be doing the same.
But all I can think about is last night.
She talked in her sleep about someone withering away. I didn’t tell her she said that, but she was dreaming about killing that man, wasn’t she?
I eye her where she rides ahead of me, shoulders pulled back, chin high. Her posture’s all regal. She’s not gonna be out of place at all in a court, and I’d expect someone like her to have no problem murdering a man in cold blood. She’s a lady of the queen, sent off with what must have been fae magic to kill people; she shouldn’t have nightmares about doing dark deeds.
And yet she woke up crying.
How did I factor into her dream? Why did she say my name?
The longer the day drags on, the more I try to force myself to stop rolling these thoughts over and over in my head. But Alyth’s a puzzle my brain’s happy to mull on, saving me from thinking about other puzzles, bigger problems coming my way.
Like the walls of Stirling Castle that pop up in front of us about an hour out from sunset.
It’s a big complex, with sharp, jagged towers wrapped up tight in a gray stone wall, the lot of it set high on a hilltop that lets it be seen easily from surrounding land. There’s a village nearby too, but we bypass it, and Alyth nudges her horse up a trail leading to a wide-open gate.
She jerks on her reins, slowing her horse enough that I come up alongside her. Her face is fixed in a studious frown again, this one locked on that open gate.
“Something wrong?” I ask.
She flicks her eyes to me, and we both feel that this is the first full look she’s given me since this morning.
I watch her breath catch. Her lips part, her chest jerking in a rise that gets trapped.
“We are not the only ones who have arrived tonight, it seems,” she tells me, then clears her throat hard and looks away.
Her hands fist in the reins, and she pushes on without another word.
Inside the castle complex, it becomes clear our arrival is of little importance; there’s already a full fit of pomp happening for someone else. Stable hands and servants flood the area where two grand, gaudy carriages are being unpacked. A cluster of people stands near the main building, someone shouting in the center of ’em, but I can’t make anything out.
Alyth dismounts as a stable boy scampers up to us. She talks quietly to him, and he nods. Then she’s walking toward the new arrivals, skirts bunched in her hands, marching with that intensity she wears like a shield and sword all in one.
Is she not exhausted, burning so bright all the time?
She goes up to an older man in the bedlam and starts having some tense conversation with him, lots of scowling looks and waving arms.
I slide off the horse—I’m getting better at dismounting intentionally, damn all this riding—and the stable boy takes my reins too.
He asks me something in Scots.
I stare blankly at him.
Well. That weakness didn’t take long to catch up to me.
The boy cocks his head. “Anything you need, sir?” he asks in English.
I grin at him, hoping it hides my wince. “Ah, no. Thank you—” I linger on it.
“Callum,” he fills in.
“Callum.” I pause, but his eager expression doesn’t change. “You aren’t gonna hate me for being English too?”
He snorts. “Nah, we got worse Englishmen at Stirling now.”
His face flashes with panic.
I can’t figure out why—until it hits me.
My eyes go to the big group causing all the ruckus, where Alyth’s currently talking to someone at the edge of the crowd, arguing, it seems.
“Is that Lord Darnley’s group?” I ask.
Callum ducks his head. “I shouldn’t have said anything, sir. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”
“Hey now, it’s all right,” I try. He peeks up at me, and Christ, I see Hal in him. All big eyes and innocence and earnestness.
My throat closes, and I have trouble speaking for a moment, because this boy isn’t looking at me with fear, not like Hal came to.
How long will that last?
What if Cecil’s got something planned for me that leads me to killing someone up here?
Nausea burns fast and harsh in my gut.
I manage a smile for him. “You got stories about this Darnley, eh? Spill ’em.”
My tone’s light, all in good fun, but Callum’s fixed in disquiet now. He shifts uncomfortably, clutching at our horse’s reins.
“I’ll see your bags get to your room, sir. ’Scuse me.”
“It’s Samson—” I call to his back. Not “sir.”
But he’s gone, head down, pulling our horses off toward the stables.
There’s a loud shout from Darnley’s group. Alyth’s still arguing with the older man at the edge, but the energy out of the center of the group is fixing for some kind of explosion. Is it Darnley himself who’s yelling and carrying on?
I need to get the lay of things in this castle, and the fastest way to do that is to throw myself into whatever ruckus is happening.
I walk across the yard, shoulders back. My cloak’s still dirty from me sleeping in the moors and using it as a shield against the birds, so I peel it off and tuck it under my arm as I walk. The chill winter air hits me in my doublet and linen shirt like daggers, but I yank on the persona I need. Confident, brazen.
Here we go.
The bustle of the arrival is chaotic, but it doesn’t take long to spot the source of it. A man stands near the middle of all these people, braying louder than any of the horses. He’s about my height, bit older though, with sickly pale skin and short-cropped brown hair. He’s the fanciest in the lot by far, and that’d set him apart even if his tantrum wouldn’t, all decked out in silks and heavy, finespun wool bordered with fur.
He’s clutching a hat in one hand and waving it around as he rants.
“—expected a reception upon my arrival,” he’s shouting in English at a man with a bowed head. “This is a grievous offense to us. We shall not stand for such appalling treatment!”
The man, who’s clearly a servant of some kind, bows deeper. “Your Grace arrived earlier than anticipated—”
“You would blame us?” Darnley’s screech rips across the yard. But it’s a further mark of his character that no one stops what they’re doing; a few share looks so brief, they’re there then gone, but no one reacts to him. They’re used to it.
My jaw sets, and I study him from a few paces back, separated by horse hands and servants unpacking a carriage.
“You’re waiting for an introduction?” Alyth is suddenly next to me.
I swing my gaze down to her, and my smile blooms unconsciously. It’s not hard to play my part around her. Not hard at all. Maybe she can follow me about for my whole time here to remind me to keep a bit of cocky arrogance up.
“Do I want one?” I ask honestly.
Darnley, still a few paces from us, chooses this moment to wail in agony with more flair than any kid I’ve ever known, and when I glance over, his head’s thrown back, his hands balled, and he kicks a nearby barrel.
“No,” Alyth says softly. “My best advice is to stay out of his way. He’s a gowk.”
I grin and angle that grin down at her, for her, because I get the feeling she doesn’t have much laughter in her life.
She stares at me for a beat, her face rippling with what might be confusion, before she cocks a brow and her lips pulse with the barest smile.
There’s something sad in her eyes though.
It sets me even more on edge. What’s Darnley done to her?
I point at the ghost of her smile. “I’ve figured you out, Alyth. All it takes to win you over is to not do nothing suspicious for”—I think back on how long we were traveling—“eight hours.”
Her eyes flip skyward in exasperation before she faces Darnley again. “Aye, you’ve cracked me. I trust you implicitly now.”
“Good. You should.” My chest spasms.
No. She shouldn’t. Not now, not here.
What about once I break this curse? Will she be able to trust me then? I could come back one day. Once I’m free.
Then, maybe—
I see Callum again. He’s been conscripted back into helping this group, now carrying a bridle in both arms, and with the press of people around him, he ducks too close to Darnley’s outburst.
The lord’s still raging about the impropriety of his welcome, the barrel on its side now, his fists swinging and his legs thrashing as he has at it.
I’m moving unconsciously. Driven by the same grip that dragged me into the town where the baby’d been attacked, the same grip that’d seize me pretty much everywhere in Southwark. It’s a honed sense of danger being imminent, like I can see something terrible happening a flicker before it does.
Distantly, I realize Alyth’s next to me, moving in tune.
Darnley whirls from kicking the barrel, his arm swinging wide, and clocks Callum square in the back.
The boy goes down, bridle spilling over the dirt.
I scramble the rest of the way just as Darnley’s realizing what happened. He glares down at Callum, and I know the look that transforms his face. Sizing up a fly in his web. Might as well lick his lips.
Darnley rears, and I have only half a second to fling myself between him and Callum. My cloak drops out of my arms, half covering Callum. Good. Make him as sheltered as possible.
“Lord Darnley,” I hear myself say over the rushing of blood in my ears, over the part of me going dizzy with fury thanks to that damned fae curse on me. But I grip my resolve with both hands, clinging like my life depends on it. Because it does. If I have a slip here, black out and attack the queen of Scotland’s husband, I’m dead. Fully. Be lucky if all they did was chop my head off.
I shake it off. I have to. I’m playing a part, and right now, I’m center stage.
“Lord Darnley, Your Grace,” I say again and bow. “I haven’t had the honor of making your acquaintance. I’m Samson of Clan Maxwell, Lord Latimer’s secretary and proxy, and I—”
“Out of our way,” Darnley growls.
Ah, he speaks in the royal “we.”
Prick.
His gaze is livid as it bounces from me to Callum. “That thing assaulted us, in broad daylight! It will be punished.”
Anger runs icy fingers up my spine. My vision goes a bit spotty, my curse wanting so bad to break free.
I could clock this arsehole in the nose easily. Lay him flat out, give him a moment of true fear.
The image of Darnley lying on the ground, clutching his nose as blood streams down his face, gets temporarily overlaid by the memories of that night with Cecil’s rival. His blood smeared on the floor.
It should temper my lust for violence.
But instead, for the first time in a long while, all I feel is longing. And it should scare me. Should.
“Oh yes,” I say with a bright smile. “Boy!” I look down at Callum and give him a flash of wide eyes. “Run off now. Get out of Lord Darnley’s sight. The lord shouldn’t have to deal with the likes of you.”
Callum throws off my cloak, grabs the bridle, and vanishes in half a beat.
The crowd has stopped their chatter to watch us, doing a poor job of pretending they’re still busy unloading the carriages. Alyth, back from me about a yard, puts herself in front of the path Callum took, and that movement drops her in something like a fighting stance. Her eyes hit mine just briefly, and it almost feels supportive.
She wouldn’t be quite so supportive if she knew how vividly I’d imagined attacking her queen’s husband.
Or maybe she would.
To Darnley, I say, “I’ll personally see that the boy gets what he deserves.” Which will be a platter of the best cakes in Stirling Castle.
Darnley looks briefly stunned.
But he recovers, his pride not letting him falter too long, and he eyes me with renewed interest, like he hadn’t truly seen me until now.
“You.” He tips his head. “You’re English.”
I should stitch it on my shirt, apparently. “As are you.” I bow again. Do men like him realize how easily they can be controlled with subservience?
When I straighten, Darnley’s focus is on my neck.
That damn amulet has swung free of my shirt.
I go to tuck it back in, but it might be too late. Did someone else see?
Darnley’s eyes brighten.
I pause, hand to my collarbone.
What’d Cecil say? This symbol would be a way for others loyal to Elizabeth to identify me?
But—no. Queen Mary’s husband?
Darnley’s smile is puffed up, nearly cheeky now, a violent contrast to his fit from earlier.
“Samson, you said?” he clarifies.
I nod, dread racing through me.
Darnley beams. “We will call on you, Samson.”
His pause is confirmation. He might as well wink at me, the idiot.
Darnley is loyal to Elizabeth? Enough that he knows the secret symbols Cecil devises?
Why the blazes didn’t Cecil tell me that Mary’s husband would be an ally? Not that I trust Darnley a bit after meeting him. And the fact that he’s presumably on my side—England’s side, at least—has me fighting to keep the contents of my stomach down.
“Very well, Your Grace,” I say, unable to keep my mask entirely, so my teeth grit. I drop into another bow. “Until then.”
Darnley hums approval. His eyes flick past me once more, not seeking Callum but taking in Alyth.
His sneer is back, all violent, overpowering disgust, and it has me cutting into his line of sight, blocking Alyth from that sneer with my hands balling tight.
He doesn’t get to look at her like that. Maybe at all, while I’m here at least.
But she’s not mine to defend, is she?
“Be careful the company you keep,” Darnley tells me. But he dismisses me by turning sharply to yell at another servant.
I back away as fast as I can, spinning on my heels—
Alyth is still behind me, but she doesn’t seem to care about Darnley’s appraisal of her. She’s watching me. And her expression says she caught Darnley’s responses to me. The oddity of them.
My necklace is tucked back away, and I don’t think she saw it; my back was to her when it fell free. Maybe she’ll write off the interaction as Darnley being himself? Maybe she’ll let it go?
I barely know her, but I doubt that.
The rest of the servants and crowd move around us again. But honestly, the whole of the damn island could be rocking right and left, and I’m not sure I’d notice.
Alyth’s dark eyes pierce mine. Hold me in place like a knife stabbed straight through me.
“Thank you for saving Callum,” she tells me in a voice utterly devoid of emotion.
That lack of emotion aches, but I swallow past it quick.
It’s better for her to hold me at a distance. She’s got enough self-preservation to trust her instincts with me, and her instincts have to be screaming that I’m bad news, now more than ever after that oddity with Darnley.
Good girl, I think, though it’s a bruise on the way I notice her flushed cheeks from the cold wind, the bit of grass clinging to a piece of her hair I want to pluck out just to touch her.
My gaze flashes beyond her, but Callum’s long gone. “I should check he’s—”
“I’ll look after him,” she interjects. There’s her emotion now. It’s different from her earlier rage. Whereas that was distrust brewing at me in general, this is sharpened.
She steps closer. “I look after everyone in Scotland,” she continues, eyes unblinking, face stone set. “And I won’t let any harm come to those under my care.”
I want to promise I won’t hurt anyone here. That she’s got nothing to fear in me. I should lie; I’ll only be here for a few weeks at most, then gone again, tugging threads of instability Alyth’ll likely have to deal with in my absence.
I dig deep for that mask. For the game I need to play.
The cure for my curse could be in the very castle behind me. I could be days out from holding whatever fae item doomed me in my hands.
For all I might like what little I know of Alyth, she’s a stepping stone. Nothing more.
My smile is properly charming. Suave and smooth. “That’s an awful big responsibility for a lady to take on, innit?”
Alyth studies me. Lets a beat of silence pass. “Who said I was a lady? Secretary.”
Then she walks off, and I hold my breath in her absence.
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Alyth
I’m so disgusted by the sight of Darnley’s temper tantrum that I practically flee the yard. But I feel Samson’s eyes watching me, burning right through me, and I’m reminded so intensely of that damn dream I had last night that I know if I stay around him a second longer, he’ll spot the splotches of telltale red spreading on my skin. Even though he needles me every time he opens that mouth of his, I can’t seem to drive him from my thoughts.
I go immediately into the kitchen, stealing a jar of marmalade, another of cream, and a cloth-wrapped bundle of scones, and then I head back to my own quarters, where I kneel in front of my hearth, logs laid in the center but no fire lit.
It’s time to tempt a brownie.
Brownies are shy things, preferring to stay hidden. But they’ll come out for me sometimes, if I ask nicely.
I radiate my magic, warm and welcoming with a promise of more treats than the usual bowl of cream I set out every night. Sure enough, a shadow takes form after a few minutes, and the silent, small steps of a little brownie girl creep closer to me. I hold out the tiny wax-stoppered jar of Mary’s own orange marmalade, a gift from her sister-in-law, the queen of Spain.
The little brownie waits for me to set the jar on the hearthstone and lean back before she darts forward. The jar is only wide enough for a spoon, but the brownie is about the size of a small cat standing on its back legs. I open it for her, and she dips her whole hand into the jar, scooping out a palmful of sticky orange jam sprinkled with thin strips of candied rinds, then licking her hand and sucking on each fingertip.
I let the brownie eat in silence. That’s the way of things with the fae: give first, request second. Or at least these minor fae, like brownies. The high fae, the ones who rule the Seelie Court, are different. A prince of the Seelie Court would never gobble up marmalade and then pay off the debt with a favor. No, someone like my father would know exactly what the favor would be before he agreed to accept the offering, and he would make sure there were loopholes in any agreement that would bind me to him and give him the better deal.
But the brownies are dear little things, and they care only about making the house they live in a home, even if that house is actually Stirling Castle. I’ve chatted with this particular brownie before, and while she never gives me a name, I think of her as Kitty in my mind, for the way she licks her knuckles clean, just as she’s doing now, her tiny pink tongue darting out and finishing up the remainders of marmalade that cling to her fuzzy skin.
“I’ll make your fire so warm tonight,” she says, practically purring.
“Actually, I wanted to ask a different favor of you.”
Kitty pauses, mid-lick, her tongue stuck to the back of her left hand as her eyes narrow to me.
“Can you please ensure the queen’s chamber stays locked and no one enters it throughout the night?” I unwrap the scones slowly, noting the way her eyes track the treat. I pour the cream into the bowl I keep at the hearth.
Kitty turns her attention back to her grooming, but I see a little nod. “Will jam up the doors and locks,” she tells the back of her hand, then giggles. “Jam.”
She reaches for a scone, tossing aside the bit of cloth I wrapped it in and dunking it into the bowl of cream before grabbing up soggy handfuls of crumbs and stuffing them in her cheeks.
“Not even the queen’s husband should enter,” I add.
Kitty pauses, her head cocking. “He’s her mate,” she says.
Many things are black-and-white to the fae. I am good, because I give Kitty gifts. The queen is good, because the castle, Kitty’s home, is hers, and the queen works to keep it nice. The queen’s husband is good, because he is married to the good queen.
Except…
“The husband is her mate,” I agree. “Lord Darnley. But…he is not a good mate.”
Kitty scowls, thinking over what I said while she eats more soggy crumbs.
“I…worry,” I tell her. Kitty is older than me; she’s lived in the castle for generations. She has seen some of the political turmoil of past kings, the mistresses kept in bedrooms down the hall from their wife’s chambers.
“Mary is—” I start.
“Kind Mary,” the brownie says, then sticks her tongue out. “Unwise to say the name.”
The fae keep names private.
“Humans share their names,” I remind her gently.
“Mm.” Kitty grunts, eyeing me. “Alyth Graham.”
I give her a tiny smile. Humans cannot be controlled with their names, not like the fae. But I have another name, one my father bestowed on me. And I have never told Kitty—or anyone—that name.
“Darnley, Mary’s mate,” I say, bringing the brownie back to the task at hand. “He is not to be trusted. He is not a good man. And I fear he would take advantage of the queen.”
“Advantage?” Kitty asks, making a lewd gesture.
“Yes. Like that.”
“She would tell him no if she did not want that.”
“He would not listen.”
“Then she should kill him!” Kitty roars, standing up so abruptly that some of the cream sloshes from the bowl. She ignores it, hands on her hips, glaring. “No man should take that from a woman, mated or not!”
“I agree. That is why I am asking you to help keep her doors locked.”
“She is a queen!” Kitty shouts, still affronted. “She does not need protection from husband! He is beneath her!”
Emotion chokes my voice.
Because Kitty is right.
But so am I. And to men like Darnley, no woman is a queen.
No woman deserves power. Especially not the kind that would mean he was refused anything he wanted.
And revenge takes many forms behind closed doors.
“She should kill him,” Kitty says firmly. “Stab him with a sword if he tries to stab her with his—”
“It’s a little more complicated than that,” I say gently. “It is not an easy thing to kill a king.”
“You’re wrong,” Kitty snarls. “They die like any other man.”
“Wee bloodthirsty monster,” I mumble, and Kitty preens. “I’ll tell you a secret,” I add, louder. “There may come a time when we get to kill Darnley.”
“You don’t need to give me a scone!” Kitty declares. “I shall do it for fun.” She pauses. “But I would like—”
“If it comes to it, I’ll give you a dozen scones,” I assure her. She purrs in response. “But first, I want to get some information out of him.” I just have to figure out how he got a Red Cap weapon…and which other ones he has.
She knows this. I’ve had the Leths and the fae who reside in or near the castle on high alert since David was murdered.
“What about the other humans who have arrived?” Kitty asks. “Can I stab any of them?”
I laugh. “They’re guests at Mary’s invitation. They come to see the baby.”
Kitty licks up some crumbs, mumbling something about the baby. Brownies adore children; the little prince’s nursery has been kept warm and safe since the minute Mary arrived at Stirling with him.
I stand. Kitty watches me from her position at the hearth. “Any news,” I remind her, “and I’ll be sure to make it worth your while.”
Even if it takes every scone in Scotland to pay her.
***
The queen of Scotland looks up at me when I enter her private quarters. She sits at her desk, but when I draw closer, she shuffles some papers she was reading into a lockbox. I raise an eyebrow, but she doesn’t even try to hide the fact that she’s unwilling to share whatever private notes she had with me.
Fine. I can do the talking. Because there’s something…off about everything that’s been happening, and after seeing the way Samson spoke with Darnley, I’m starting to wonder if Latimer’s secretary is tied up in all this, no matter how much I get lost in those green eyes of his.
“Oh, you’re back.” She watches me coolly.
“Aye.” Two can play this game.
Mary sniffs. “You should never leave without my express permission.”
“Why?”
I state the word flatly, and I don’t break eye contact with her when she looks up at me in surprise. She’s not used to having her authority questioned.
She’s not used to me asserting my own.
Finally she sighs, leaning back in her seat. She has yet to offer me a chair. “It was highly inconvenient of you to just disappear like that.”
It was highly inconvenient to race to the border and murder a man, I think.
She’s waiting. For an apology, I realize.
Well, she can keep waiting.
“I needed you here,” she continues, a hint of whine in her voice. And part of me sympathizes, even though I know in my absence, the other Leths amped up their protection of the queen.
She is so desperately alone. When Mary lived in France, she was treated as if she had to do nothing more than look pretty all her life while everyone fawned over her. And she excelled at the role of cherished princess, truthfully. Tall and regal, the queen is the picture of beauty, her skin like porcelain, her hair soft, her eyes clear.
And that would have been her life if her first husband hadn’t died when they were both about my age now. She would have been the queen of France and Scotland, making her the most powerful woman in Europe, poised to take England too, and her husband, the Dauphin of France, would be king and do all the work for her.
But she lost him, and she lost France, and now all she’s left with is Darnley and Scotland, a husband who hates her and a land that demands labor, not beauty.
Mary shifts in her seat, and the morning light makes the gold around her neck glimmer, the pearls in her hair shine. When she moves, her silk skirts rustle, heavy with handmade lace imported from Italy and embroidered with details made by at least a dozen women working for weeks, months even.
It is a difficult thing, pitying a queen.
I let out a breath. Some things aren’t worth saying aloud.
Mary rolls her eyes. “I needed you,” she continues, accusation still laced in her voice, “because I wanted you to inspect my lords.”
She still doesn’t say that word the way we do. Scots stretch the vowels like bread dough; “lord” becomes “laird.”
“Why?” I ask. “Did something happen?”
“I called them here. For a…private meeting.”
My eyebrows shoot up. All of noble Scotland will be here for the prince’s christening, but this “private meeting” and my need to weigh in on the lairds seems to be something more.
“Which you would know all about,” Mary adds snidely, “if you’d bothered to listen before traipsing God knows where.”
I don’t deign to reply to that. “Why did you summon your lairds?” I frown. “And Lord Darnley?” I always pronounce the titles of Scottish men correctly—laird. But I force my tongue to say “lord” the English way when I talk of Darnley, a subtle insult even he cannot reprimand me for.
Mary scoffs. “I didn’t summon my husband to arrive early. He just turned up.”
Like a dead rat a cat leaves on the step. I suppose it is his son getting baptized too. But whatever bonus meeting Mary has planned is going to get mucked up with her husband’s arrival if we’re not careful.
“Very inconvenient,” Mary mutters.
“Being married to a traitor with the emotional depth of dog shite?” I ask. “Yes, extremely inconvenient. Why did you call for a special meeting?”
“To deal with the problem of my husband, of course.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Explain.”
Mary actually seems excited now. She stands and starts pacing, her hands flailing as she punctuates her words with gestures. “You know I need a solution to the Darnley problem. And as I must constantly remind you, we cannot just kill him.”
Those words hit me like a punch. Now that I have killed, I no longer feel so flippant about it.
Mary sighs blissfully. “One day, I’ll be rid of him.”
I narrow my eyes. “What are you planning?”
“Nothing at the moment,” Mary says quickly. Then she adds, “But I’ve called my lords to determine some possible solutions at least.”
I’m not sure what she hopes a group of men would come up with that could be helpful, but I suppose she’s free to try.
“Most have arrived. I’ve been waiting on just a few more.”
My stomach sinks. “A few more…including Laird Latimer?”
Her eyes widen slightly, then narrow in suspicion. “Yes.”
“He couldn’t come. Sent his secretary in his place. A lad named Samson. I ran into him on the road.”
“What did you see?” Mary asks.
“His aura was…” I start. His aura was muted, but I saw no indication of danger from him, despite him being English. “I have no evidence, but I’m uncertain about him. I don’t think he’s outright lying to me, but he’s hiding something.” Even reading his aura tells me little more than that. I wouldn’t even be that on guard if it weren’t for the way he reacted to Darnley—and how Darnley reacted to him.
“Aren’t we all?” Mary asks. “Well, Moray, Argyll, and Bothwell are already here.”
The first two are not necessarily Mary’s closest allies but respectable men. But not Bothwell. He’s worse than Darnley if the rumors are to be trusted, but he’s got a shrewd mind and ruthless ambition where his heart should be, and that may be what’s needed in this situation.
“And even though Darnley has arrived early, I shall carry on with my plan. This secretary…he can come. But you need to be there too. Watch for…” She waves her hands about some more, still unsure of the language to use. Mary sometimes hopes that if she doesn’t name a problem, it’ll simply go away. That didn’t work for the Protestants, who are here to stay, and it won’t work on me, who’s not actually a problem. Usually.
Still, I get her meaning. “You want me to test them, be sure of their loyalties.”
She nods firmly. “Précisément.”
I give her a look. She may say she trusts me, but she’s still not telling me everything. She always uses French when she’s holding something back. “What are you planning, Your Grace?”
A divorce from Darnley would betray all the Catholic promises she’s given to the pope, the king of Spain, the queen mother of France—her most powerful allies. While she can refuse to give Darnley the Crown Matrimonial, which would elevate him to equal status as her, she can’t strip him of the titles he was born to, regardless of how irate the other lairds are. And much as she may hate him, having a husband and—more importantly—a son has put Mary in a better position than her cousin Elizabeth of England.
Darnley may be a shackle around her ankle, but even a lead weight can be used as a stepping stone.
“You are the one who told me the attacks were still coming from those red fae creatures.”
“Red Caps,” I say, the name distasteful.
She nods. “Yes, well. Darnley was working with them, I got so ill, and then that needle thing that made you run off…I refuse to be held hostage by that man’s violent whims any longer. And for that freedom to happen, I need to know which men are on my side.”
“I understand.” I understand she’s still not telling me everything. She may keep me in the shadows, but I don’t like it when she keeps me in the dark. She has had months since David’s death to stew up something.
A servant arrives at the door. He bows and announces Mary’s new secretary. After David was killed, his family sent his brother, Joseph, to take his place. The young man has adjusted slowly to the Scottish court. He’s hard to understand; he doesn’t speak Scots, his English is limited, and his French—the other language of Mary’s court—is thick with an Italian accent. But he trusts me, and I think he even likes me, despite the fact that we’ve known each other only a few months. In this court, trust is rare, but true friendship is rarer still. I can trust plenty of people not because I like them but because I know what the price of their loyalty is. Joseph has no price.
But he’s consistently offered kindness for free.
After he bows to the queen, Joseph glances at me, offering me a sly grin in welcome before he turns back to Mary. He’s younger than his brother had been, with a sharp chin, dark hair, and warm eyes that always hide a laugh.
“Your Highness, Lord Latimer has sent his secretary in proxy for the upcoming christening.” He gestures to the door, and Samson enters, all lanky body and bright red hair.
My stomach does a little flip as he steps inside the room. After seeing his reaction to Darnley, I wasn’t expecting him to come here, to the queen.
“Thank you, Joseph.” Mary flicks her fingers, dismissing him. He leaves, as does the servant, and Samson is left watching us. Yellow curiosity swarms around him. He knew I was a lady-in-waiting to the queen, but the fact that I have a private audience with her in her office means something more.
He focuses on the queen, and his aura sinks into a panicked violet.
“Her Highness Mary Stuart, Queen of the Scots, rightful heir to the English throne.” I say that last bit just to jab at him, but it’s true. The current queen of England is childless, and Mary’s her closest blood relative.
Samson’s aura changes more, the colors turning muddy and dark and indecipherable. He steps past me, extending a leg and sweeping into a gracious bow, seamlessly shifting his bag to the side.
He’s put his mask on, I think, my eyes tracking colors no one else in the room can see. He’s so good at pretending to be confident that he’s convincing not only Mary of that fact but himself. He’s embodying his role absolutely.
Shite. That’s going to make it harder for me to see through him. Fae can disguise with glamours, but they can’t easily lie. Samson, on the other hand?
Lying seems to be second nature to him.
Mary laughs at something Samson said, something I missed. This secretary may not have any magic, but he can still be dangerous.
I’m watching Samson’s colors so intently that I can barely focus on what he’s saying, how Mary responds. She’s looking at some of the papers he’s brought from his bag, proof of his connections.
“Did you run into any problems on your journey to Stirling?” Mary asks.
He flicks his eyes to me, his gaze soft. “No, Your Majesty.”
Mary pauses. “Unlike the English queen, I do not pretend to own a wider kingdom beyond my borders.”
Another flare of purple, quickly repressed. “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” Samson says, correcting his mistake in her title. The English monarchy insists on the higher label of “Majesty,” pretentious and overreaching. A smooth wash of bright green bravado tempers Samson’s nerves. “I was raised in the south, in London, but I’ve been Latimer’s man long enough to know, well—” A sly little smirk from him. “It’s only a matter of time before we all have to shift our manner of address to you.”
Mary laughs, clearly delighted. “Oh, you’re naughty!” she trills.
The smug arse shoots me a triumphant look.
If he worked for Queen Elizabeth, he’d be used to calling a monarch by “Majesty,” but this little flattery has charmed Mary so completely that she’s ignored the very real possibility that Samson just turned a slip of tongue into a step up her personal hierarchy.
Because that’s what that was, I’m certain of it. It doesn’t take reading auras to see his mistake.
And “accidents” like that?
Maybe he is a spy…
Mary says something to Samson that makes him bark in laughter, true mirth wrapping around them both.
I catch a flare of emerald in my reflection on the window across from me. Feck that. I’m not jealous. I’m not. Mary’s only a few years my senior, and Samson’s of an age appropriate to both of us, but…
Feck’s sake, Alyth, I tell myself. He’s ENGLISH.
It helps, remembering that.
“Latimer has always been kind to my…cause,” Mary tells Samson, oblivious to my internal flailing. “And I do believe I can trust you to support what we all want.”
I narrow my eyes at both what was said and what wasn’t.
Samson too sees through the polite speech. “And what may that be?”
She smiles, close-lipped. “Now is as good a time as any. With my husband’s unexpected arrival, perhaps I should simply call the meeting of my lords early. Alyth, could you please summon them to the council chambers?”
I nod respectfully, but something about all this still feels so off, if I could just put my finger on it—
“Now, Alyth,” Mary adds.
I see another flare of rapidly shifting emotions from Samson. He does not want to be alone with the queen.
Which is a sentiment I share. Why is she shoving me out the door now? Right this fecking instant, when this English snake is still in the queen’s private chambers? I gape at her, but she ignores me. A queen doesn’t repeat her commands.
“Yes,” I say through my teeth. “Your Highness.”
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Samson
I gotta get used to being in a maelstrom in Scotland, it seems. I intended on finding my room in the castle—and snooping a bit, under the guise of being lost—but another servant clambered up to me, saying he’d heard I was Latimer’s proxy, and the queen demanded I be sent to her as soon as I arrived, seeing as I was the last one she was waiting on.
And now I’m standing in a room with the queen of Scotland.
Alone in a room with the queen of Scotland.
Less than a week ago, I was bailing prisoners out of the Clink.
I keep my attention straight ahead rather than glance back at the door Alyth just left through.
The room still smells like her a bit. Or rather, it smells like the moors did: crisp, wild petrichor.
Mary tips her head where she’s sitting behind a desk near the window. She’s slight, but nothing about her bearing echoes that, all the room-filling self-importance I’m used to from Cecil. It makes me grateful for the barrier of the desk between us.
She waves at a chair in front of her. “Sit. Please.”
It’s on the tip of my tongue to make an excuse and leave. But I’m where I need to be, in Mary’s private quarters. Talking to the woman herself, who supposedly has the item that cursed me.
Somewhere, somehow, she’s gotten her hands on the thing that’s keeping me from having any semblance of a normal life, of a life not having to worry about losing consciousness and hurting people I care about.
That resettles me. Refocuses.
Here, I’m not Samson, not anyone but a means to an end of getting my hands on that fae magic. She’s a queen, but it’s the same game at its core: I’ll bow and scrape and make a right fool of myself, no different from pulling a con on a mark in London.
I’m glad suddenly that the queen sent Alyth away. I thought it’d be easier keeping my facade with her around, but I find the idea of her seeing me perform uncomfortable. Not because I fear she’ll see through me but because I feel ashamed, I think.
Christ, what’s wrong with me? Losing it over a pair of pretty eyes.
Pretty, deadly, intense eyes.
Focus.
I sink into the chair Mary indicated and take in the room with a quick sweep. It’s got the desk, a few chairs, an area off to the side near the fireplace with a sewing project laid next to a bench. There are two doors: one I came through and one that must go farther into Mary’s rooms.
Doubtful she’d hide her magic items in a room where she receives guests.
My eyes linger on the other door. That’s the queen’s private chambers. I’m damn lucky I got this far.
I’ll have to break in, won’t I? To properly search.
“My, look at how the sun captures the orange in your hair.”
I jerk my gaze back to hers, and she gives a smile, one I’ve seen plenty in Southwark. Mostly on the faces of people leaning out the doors of whorehouses, enticing customers.
Oh. Can the queen of Scotland tell I just compared her to a working lady in my head?
Mary stands, and when I make a move to follow her, she waves me back to stay seated. The desk’s still between us, but I keep my posture easy, relaxed, unthreatened.
She’s gazing at my head. No—my hair.
“Your hair truly is remarkable,” she coos. “What an extraordinary color.”
I fight not to run my hand through it. “Thank you, Your Highness. It was my ma’s color.” And I’ve been told more than once that on the color alone, I could take my pick of work the same way she did. But she made me promise I wouldn’t follow in her steps. That I’d do better.
But the way Mary’s looking at me…
There’s one way I could get farther into her rooms.
I blanch. Can’t help it. It comes on me in a spasm, and Mary frowns, offense sharp.
“Do my compliments repulse you?” she asks, her words all tight, tinged with a French accent that intensifies in her displeasure.
“No, Your Highness,” I say quickly. “It was merely a sad association. My mother’s dead, you see. And being reminded of her—”
Mary softens. A little. Her expression tells me she’s fixed to slip back into offense if I don’t play along.
“I lost my own mother as well,” Mary says, but there’s no grief in her tone. “I understand the pain.”
My head dips in a bow. “Thank you, Your Highness.”
“I had hoped Latimer would be in attendance.” She comes around the desk.
I follow her movements until she’s next to my chair. A shudder tries to climb up my spine, but I knock it right back down.
“He sends his apologies, Your Highness,” I tell her.
Mary hums thoughtfully. “But you are to act in his stead, in all things?”
She’s so close to me, I can feel the heat coming off her body.
What’s she implying?
My throat’s bone-dry. “Yes, my queen. Of course.”
“Hm.” Mary reaches toward me and takes a lock of my hair in her fingers.
I fight the stiffening that cramps my spine. That’s not what she’s implying, is it?
“You won’t fail me, will you, Samson?”
I shake my head, and it dislodges my hair from her fingers. “No, Your Highness.”
A satisfied smile pulls across her mouth. She watches me for a long moment, like she’s trying to pry out what I do or don’t know, what Latimer might’ve told me.
No, this won’t be like pulling a con on a mark in London. Not at all.
There, I knew the board, even with Cecil’s manipulations. But here?
There are secrets I don’t know, secrets Cecil doesn’t know, and every move I make knocks into pieces I’m not even aware are in play.
“You are dismissed,” Mary tells me. She stays against the chair, but I rise slowly, keeping my body angled forward. Not brushing against her, not leaning into any of the flirting.
“Thank you, Your Highness,” I say, then step aside to drop into a low bow.
“I will see you at the meeting of my lords. And, Samson?”
I’m still in that bow. I hold it.
“You do not have to fear me,” she says softly.
I glance up at her, neck craning from the awkward angle. For a moment, she’s softer, younger. More innocent.
It’s a mask.
All I can do is nod my way out of the room. Once the door’s shut behind me, I blow out an exhale.
And then jump damn near out of my skin when that man—Mary’s secretary?—peels away from the wall.
Before I can get too defensive, he gives me a sympathetic smile. “I can show you to the meeting room. I’m Joseph Rizzio, by the way.”
My shoulders straighten. I’m still coated in travel grime, but if I didn’t get a beat to clean off before meeting the queen, I doubt it much matters now.
I nod at Joseph. “I’d appreciate it. Do you know if Alyth—”
I bite my cheek.
Doesn’t matter if Alyth’ll be at this meeting. She was sent to summon the lords, but that doesn’t mean she’ll be there too.
Why was my first thought about finding her?
She’s my best bet at searching Mary’s rooms. She’s probably got keys to them, knows when Mary will or won’t be in there. Probably even knows of any hidden compartments.
That’s the only reason.
Joseph grins at me. “Yes, she’ll be there. Why?”
How do I want to play this? The suave, confident man come busting into court, womanizing his way through ladies? But the best lies play on truth.
“We traveled together from the border. I wanted to thank her. Didn’t get a chance to, for helping me find the way to the castle.”
Joseph nods slowly and sets off down the hall. I follow.
“I’m sure that’s the reason,” he says. “Good luck with that.”
My gaze locks to the side of his head at his tone. “Do you know her?”
Joseph fiddles with something in the book he’s holding, seems to be notes with missives tucked in the pages. “I do.”
That’s all he gives me. For several beats as we twist through the castle.
Until he cuts a smile. “That’s why I said ‘good luck.’” He winks. “Our Alyth’s about as open to…being thanked as a feral cat. You may want to direct your thanks elsewhere.”
I can’t help but grin at his teasing. Maybe he’s a way into Mary’s chambers too, as open as he is. The queen really should do a better job of getting a more discriminating secretary; this man’s far too open, far too friendly.
“That feels accurate from what I know of her,” I say.
Joseph laughs. And I wonder briefly if he’s directing me off Alyth because he’s sweet on her himself, but I don’t get that intent from him, not as he starts telling me about the parties he’s helped arrange for the christening and how pretty girls will be aplenty at them.
In another life, that’s all I’d care about. Drinking and dancing and flirting. Finding Alyth and saying something to get that smile of hers to dawn again, seeing what I can do to make her cheeks stain that lovely shade of pink.
No—not in another life. In this life, once I break my curse.
I’ll get this purely one day. I really will come back here, relive this somehow, and enjoy it. Same as I’ll make amends with Hal and Oskar. I’m stacking up promises to myself, prizes sitting at the end of all this, a siren calling me to do whatever it takes to reach the other side.
If I want that, I’m going to have to play this game better. Not just to get the fae item I came here for but to get out of this alive at all.
One slip, and everything comes crashing down around me.
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Alyth
It wasn’t exactly hard to round up the lairds and confirm the meeting place, although minding men is like minding cats. Especially Bothwell, the bastard, who made a point to pinch my rear as I walked away from him. I whispered to the brownies to ensure his fire goes out for the next few nights; a man like him deserves nothing but bitter cold of a morning.
We don’t meet in the Great Hall—too much commotion there, in preparation of the grand ceremony—nor in the chapel, which the Protestants would refuse to step foot in, even if it would be a private place to talk.
Instead, the lairds gather in the palace block, the place where the queen and king consort stay at Stirling Castle, consisting of two sets of chambers made of multiple rooms and suites. Darnley’s off hunting with some of his cronies, leaving the area free of his stench. Mary’s bedchamber is the most remote and private; only a few select people, including me, are allowed in the privy chambers, especially the place where the queen sleeps. Once we’re through those rooms, the Great Chamber awaits.
Anyone with reasonably high rank in court has access to the Great Chamber, although today, only the men in Mary’s inner circle wait, with guards stationed at every door. On the other side of those doors is the outer hall, a public area that Mary has used for masquerades and balls and that will no doubt be decorated soon for baby James. And on the other side of that hall are the king’s chambers.
The Great Chamber is decorated in patterns of red, gold, black, and white. The shutters are closed to the growing darkness of night, and fires roar in the hearths.
The lairds, who’d been quietly talking and barely registered my presence when I came in, silence as Mary enters. They each extend a leg in a formal bow, creating a pathway directly to the throne set in the far wall of the room. I peel away from the crowd and walk a pace behind the queen, her loyal servant, while her other ladies are playing cards or sewing in the solar. When she mounts the single carpeted step leading to the ornate throne, I shift to the side, finding a corner to watch from the shadows.
Joseph catches my eye and gives me a nod. I’m glad he’s here at least.
All the lairds ignore me. It’s not unusual for Mary to have a lady-in-waiting with her, even in the privy council, and none of them blink when Mary holds out her hand and I step closer, giving her the embroidery cloth she likes to fidget with when the lairds talk.
I am invisible to them all.
Except for Samson.
I feel his eyes watching me even as the Earl of Moray—Mary’s half brother—moves in to speak directly to the queen. Everyone’s curious about what she wants done with Darnley and how the tangled web she’s trapped in can be unraveled.
But Samson’s eyes track me and me alone, pinning me against the velvet wall covering.
I am so used to being unseen. The least of the queen’s lady maids, the lowest at court. The queen ignores me except when she needs me. I make a point of being ignored by the king consort whenever possible. The only person in the entire castle who’s ever tried to see me as a person is Joseph, but he doesn’t look at me the way Samson does right now.
As if he can see my very soul, the dark as well as the light, and he wants nothing more than to devour it—me. My breath catches, then escapes my lips, stuttering and unsure, and even though he’s across the room from me, I catch the smirk that twists his mouth, the little glint of satisfaction in his eye.
Well, feck that. I don’t even trust the man. How dare he look at me as if he knows me?
But even so, I feel my cheeks burning, and I cast my look away, focusing on the ceiling in the corner.
I can still feel his gaze on me. My heart thumps, and I clench my hands in my skirts, willing my body to calm. To not think about that dream the night we met, to not think about how easy it would be to make it come true. There’s not just promise in Samson’s hot gaze; there’s possibility there too.
Focus.
I turn my full attention to the queen, who is taking her sweet time calling the meeting to order. She laughs about the gifts that were recently delivered to the men as they praise her generosity. It’s so painfully obvious that these gifts were essentially bribes to ensure the lairds continue to support Mary and not her husband, but no one seems to mind.
She looks down, a pretense of being demure. But in her lap is her embroidery cloth, which I have charmed so I can communicate with her privately in plain sight.
I twirl my finger in a circle, then rub it against my thumb. On the throne, Mary tugs at the thread she pulled taut, and it knots. She pulls her needle harder, and the thread snaps. With a little frown, she looks up at me.
Get on with it, I think, and even if the queen cannot read my mind, I’m certain my expression is eloquent.
Mary sighs and makes a gesture with her hand. “Gentlemen,” she says. Her voice isn’t raised—in fact, it’s soft—but everyone hears.
Everyone obeys.
“I have gathered you today to discuss the Darnley problem.” The queen fiddles with the raw edge of the cloth she’s been working on, the needle tucked safely in the corner, the broken thread dangling.
My eyes shoot to Samson. And he’s…shocked? Surprise is plain on his face. What did he expect? Surely Latimer filled him in on the tensions at court between the monarchs.
His attention focuses on me, and his mask slips back on, but I know what I saw. He did not think Darnley was going to be the subject of this meeting. Does he know about the Red Cap weapon Darnley used? I wonder. He clearly has some sort of knowledge of the fae, but not, I think, too much. What does he know?
There’s a more important question though: What does he hope to learn?
“How you could have married him in the first place…” Moray starts. As the closest living relative to Mary by both blood and proximity, Moray is sometimes allowed to say things that others dare not even think. From the queen’s glare, it’s clear that the past mistake of her marriage is not to be discussed. Moray ducks his head, clasping his hands in front of him.
“What do we do with him now?” Mary asks simply. I don’t think she’s using the royal “we.” Darnley’s not just her problem. His drunken gambling, obtuse manners even during political negotiations, and overbearing desire to have power without responsibility have harmed everyone in Scotland.
I look around the assembled meeting. There are two Leths here, and they know of the heightened threat Darnley has brought to the kingdom. Ninian Cockburn, a former chamberlain and now a captain, from the borderlands. Thomas Crisholm too, Laird of Strathglass in the Highlands. The two men could not be more different—from opposite ends of the country, one Protestant and one Catholic, one born to wealth and one not. But they’re both Leth, and their auras waft with waves of loyalty.
The queen may count all these lairds as her allies, but I’ve got Cockburn and Strathglass in my pocket. Joseph too to a certain extent.
And Samson—
No. I shake my head to dispel him from my mind. No matter how he looks at me, no matter how much I want him to look at me, Samson is not an ally.
I scour the room. Of all the men gathered here, there’s not a hint of deceit or ill intent among any of them. Some don’t share the same passion, some clearly are more motivated by promises of gold or power, but none intend harm to Mary.
Not even Samson. He’s…confused more than anything else. But not a threat. And that fact still does not make him someone I can trust, I force myself to think.
I twitch my fingers, lifting the gold threads on Mary’s embroidery. She glances down at it, then over to me, nodding subtly, recognizing our shared code that all is well.
“We could kill the bastard,” Bothwell says, looking around as if evaluating to see whether the words would be taken seriously or not. I can tell from the bright red sparks of his aura that the man absolutely intends to follow through on his offer. It is no idle threat.
“Kill the king?” Moray says, shocked.
“King consort,” Bothwell mutters.
Eyes shift to Mary.
She doesn’t shut down the suggestion.
She just picks up her embroidery and rethreads her needle.
“Murder is for the old days,” a laird says, glaring at Bothwell. “What of divorce?”
“The pope would never allow it,” Bothwell counters. “We have proof enough of that to the south.” When Henry VIII wasn’t granted a divorce, he just started beheading his wives, including Queen Elizabeth’s mother.
“If my sister the queen would convert to Protestantism, divorce would be rather simple,” Moray offers.
On the throne, Mary frowns.
Apparently murdering Darnley’s not entirely out of the question, but converting from Catholic to Protestant is.
“Besides, murder is…practically a tradition,” Bothwell says, elbowing past a laird to get closer to Mary. “My grandfather used to tell me how James the Second stabbed Douglas just across this very hall. And need I remind anyone of the murder that happened half a year—”
Mary’s head whips up, her eyes bright and flashing. My eyes go to Joseph, whose skin is sallow, jaw tight.
Silence descends.
No, Bothwell need not remind us of David Rizzio’s stabbing in Holyrood.
No one talks about the murder anymore, but no one has forgotten it. Least of all Cockburn and Strathglass. The captain has his hand on his sword hilt, and Strathglass’s eyes flick to me. All the Leths at court know a Red Cap weapon was used in our kingdom and are ready to defend against the threat.
We just need to find out where the threat really came from.
My eyes flick to Samson. His aura tells me nothing.
Bothwell is just smart enough to shut his mouth.
Pity. Argyll steps forward. “We’re not English. No one’s getting a divorce. Murder? Well…before we take that off the table, what other options are there?”
What is going on? I think. I had been assuming the solution to the Darnley problem would involve some high-level political machinations, and while I certainly agree that stabbing the man in his yellow liver would get the job done, I expected more out of the royal court.
Seven hells, this conversation is veering closer to what I’d expect of the Seelie Court than the Scottish one. For all the fae justly hate the Red Caps, they’re not too shy about staining their hands with blood.
Bothwell’s suggestion is inspiring the men gathered here today, and it’s as infectious as a curse.
Nearly all the men now have sparks of red in their auras.
Every single one of them is tempted by the idea of violence. Even Mary. She was hesitant before, but the last murder attempt with the needle seems to have swayed her more than I realized.
The more that seed of temptation burrows into the lairds’ minds, the more I start contemplating another possibility.
I think about how all the Jameses before Mary died young, many due to violence. Is there some magical corruption at court that I never saw because it’s been here for generations? Have the Red Caps been worming their way back into Scotland slowly somehow?
Scotland doesn’t have a bloodless past. No one could argue that.
Except…men don’t need a Red Cap weapon to long for violence.
Besides, I was wrong. Not every man is ready to take up arms. There’s one who completely lacks violence in his aura.
Samson.
“What other options are there?” Bothwell says, pushing closer to Argyll. “Darnley’s a problem that has only one solution. Not divorce, obviously.”
“But not murder, surely?” Moray says. “Don’t forget—Darnley has royal blood. He’s not just a commoner.”
Idiot man. Blue bloods are red when their veins are split.
“If not murder, then what?” Bothwell insists. “If Elizabeth would just die already, we could put Mary on the throne in London, but that would still leave Darnley here. Unless—”
“The king, my husband, will never rule from any throne,” Mary says quietly. She stabs her cloth, pulling the thread through, glaring at it. Mary will not let Darnley have an English crown nor a Scottish one. She’ll be happy only when she’s taken away every possible avenue he has to take power.
“Would he…” Moray starts. “Would the king consort be open to retirement? He’s already given you a male heir, fine and good. Orkney, perhaps? Or give him a ship, let him captain it…”
“And hope Manannán takes him,” Cockburn mutters, referencing the old god of the sea, the one who drags lost sailors down to the underworld.
Mary lifts her head. “That is also not an option,” she says. “For one, it would be seen as a failure. I will not have my son’s birth be marred by his father’s public ineptitude.”
I snort. Public failure? Sure, if the king consort were sent to sea, everyone would assume it’s because he and the queen didn’t get along. But anyone with eyes can already see that.
No, part of Mary’s refusal to do this is because it’s what Darnley has told her he wants to do. I’ve heard them arguing before. He knows that leaving will embarrass Mary, and he’s tried to claim that he’ll get on a ship and do it anyway if she won’t grant him the Crown Matrimonial. The only reason he hasn’t is because Mary forbade it. Plus, he’s such a dumbarse he’s gambled away the private funds he’d need to commission a ship on his own.
No divorce.
No separation if Mary can ascend to a higher court.
No letting Darnley traipse off to sea.
Uncomfortable silence weaves around the Great Chamber. Bothwell smiles smugly. Killing the arse seems to be the only option left.
But before that happens, I must find out how he got a Red Cap weapon.
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Samson
This meeting’s about offing Mary’s husband.
Not attacking Elizabeth—with or without fae magic, like Cecil suspected. How many of the people in this meeting even know about the existence of fae magic?
Mary doesn’t seem concerned about Elizabeth at all. None of the lords here do. They don’t like her, sure, but they aren’t actively plotting to invade England.
It’d have been too easy for this meeting to actually be about that, for Cecil to have given me direct information regarding any part of this mission. Shoulda known even Cecil’s bit about Mary having the fae items to target Elizabeth wasn’t the whole truth of things.
Even when I know better, I slip and think I can rely on at least one small piece of his information. All it does is put me on the back foot.
“And what does Latimer think of this?”
I go cold.
Mary’s ignored me this whole meeting. But the way she’s staring directly at me says she’s hoping I say…something.
Something Latimer’s real proxy would’ve known to say.
Ah, shit.
I take a step forward, shoulders back and chin high. Not all the way to the throne but so I’m not hiding behind any of the men.
Mary’s paused in her sewing, her fabric gone slack in her lap.
That earlier way she looked at me, flirty and giggly, is gone. She’s regal now, looking down her nose at me. Alyth, just beside the throne, is shooting me a glare.
“Your Highness.” I bow low. As I rise, I run through everything I recall being said about getting rid of Darnley.
And not just about Darnley but the way Mary reacted to what was said.
What support is she looking for?
But more than that—how best do I go about getting what I need out of this meeting, which is to figure out whether Mary’s actually got those fae items Cecil sent me after?
By the time I’m upright, my face is grim. “Lord Latimer is of a similar mind as Lord Bothwell.”
It’s a risk. A big one.
The man himself cocks his head at me, overly pleased. “Ah, Latimer always was smart,” Bothwell says.
Time for an even bigger risk.
My focus stays on Mary. “And my master believes we have evolved beyond the old ways of eliminating such obstacles and that surely Your Highness has resources for disposing of your husband in ways that would be far more…elegant.”
Talk about fae weapons you have, I want to shout. If you’ve got magic, now’s the time to use it.
Those lords still standing around me shift uneasily. I’m pushing her, and even if no one else really knows why, they all know my words are implying the queen’s holding something back.
Mary looks down at her sewing, plucks the needle through the fabric, and drags the thread out.
“You mention your master,” she continues. “Latimer, you mean, not the king, my husband?”
A muscle jumps in my brow, but the rest of me stays still. “Your Highness?”
“I have been told, secretary,” Mary says, still watching her sewing, “that you and my husband are on friendly terms.”
“I barely know the man, Your Highness.”
“That is not what was reported when he arrived earlier today.”
My hands ball against my back, and I force them loose. “He’s taken an interest in me, it seems,” I tell her, unaffected.
That makes Mary flare angry eyes at me. I have to brace not to react, the mood of the room tight with anticipation.
Instinct has my mind flooding with escape routes: the door at the rear of the room. Maybe I can pry open a window.
No chance I’d make it past this horde of loyal men, though, if Mary’s turned against me.
But I breathe through the quick spike of unease. Just play it through. Don’t make moves based on assumptions.
“And where do your loyalties lie?” she asks. Her sewing rests in her lap again, her head tipping. “With him or with your queen?”
The whole room’s hanging on my answer. Hanging in concern, some, but hanging in amusement mostly. Lord Latimer falling out of favor with the queen via his secretary is a scandal that her court would see fit to gobble down.
But I pay no attention to any of those vultures. It’s Mary I watch.
Mary and Alyth.
Alyth’s eyes fly over me, head to toe and back again, looking, searching. She’s reading something in me, something in the way I stand or the way I shift, and I stare at her for a too-long beat, trying to figure out how I’m giving myself away. What tells has she figured out in this short of a time?
I face Mary again, doing my best to ignore Alyth and the heat of her focus. It rubs everywhere she looks, a visceral touch, and I damn near shiver at it. Wrong place for such thoughts.
“Your Highness,” I say, then bow again. “I am loyal to you, my queen. Your husband merely took interest in my English lineage. I am your servant before I am Latimer’s, before any heritage I have been burdened with, before anyone else. If I have given you reason to distrust me, I offer my sincerest apologies and beg your leave to prove my devotion.”
For the smallest moment, Mary looks over her shoulder at Alyth. They make eye contact, but nothing passes between them, no change in expression, no whispered word.
Mary’s grip on her sewing tightens, and I frown at it, frown at the way Alyth’s fingers twitch at her side.
Mary faces me again. “Permission granted, secretary,” she says. “I know of a way in which you might prove your devotion now.”
I nod. “Of course, Your Highness. Anything.”
“Given the king, my husband, finds you so…amicable, I would ask you to take advantage of that and gain his trust. Ascertain if he is aware of these plots or if, perhaps, there is a weakness in his armor we have not exploited.” Her face breaks with that girlish smile from our first meeting. It’s an uncomfortable, forced contrast to her stoic bearing. “Latimer is right. I do have resources I have not tapped, it seems.”
Jesus bloody Christ.
Spying on Mary for Cecil.
Spying on Darnley for Mary.
Who’ll Darnley have me looking into? England? Make the circle complete.
“There is only one outcome,” Bothwell pipes up; he’s the sort who seems unhappy to go unnoticed for too long. “He must die, Your Highness. Having a man on the inside of his circle would be of use for that.”
I cringe. Kill Darnley?
Of course. Of course that’s what I’d be used for. Even if they don’t know what I really am, what tool I really possess for them—it’s found me all the same.
My mistake folds back on me immediately: I made a face of disgust.
Mary notes it and tips her head. “You would not kill him, secretary. But you are loyal to me, are you not?” she asks, a threat behind her crooning words. “Getting close to him won’t be a problem?”
I bow low, my hair hanging over my face. “Of course not, Your Highness. Consider it done.”
And if I do her this favor, prove myself to her, maybe she’ll trust me more. Bring me into her circle. Tell me about hidden fae magic she’s got.
That’ll take years, won’t it? Years of ingratiating myself with her.
My heart sinks, a leaden weight I can feel tugging on my throat.
“There.” Through my hair, I see Mary stand from her throne. “That’s settled. Latimer’s secretary will investigate any other options for being rid of the king, my husband. It is indeed a path we have not taken, having someone inside his personal circle looking into what weak points he may have. We will reconvene before the christening.”
I straighten as Mary leaves and the room breaks apart, but my body is sore, every muscle wound to the point of cramping.
They’re gonna twist me up to have to kill the bastard myself. Then what? They’ll just let me trot merrily off after committing regicide like that?
Worst-case scenarios bubble up inside me and spill over, leaving me wrestling down my racing heart and rising fury. I can feel my skin getting hot, can feel anger pushing at all my soft spots.
It’s my fate now, getting blood on my hands. Cecil made me a murderer, and I—
No. I don’t know if I actually killed that rival of his. But I made myself an attacker.
Murder’s always been what I was barreling toward, and I’ve been fighting it for years, but I’m so bloody tired of fighting it. I’m so close to getting free of it—but I won’t, not until I do this, will I? It’s destiny, one last blow of the curse.
Alyth’s in front of me.
I don’t know for how long, didn’t even realize we’re now alone in this big, empty room until I lock on her scowling face.
Those eyes dip over me, studying me through my skin, seeing my bones and soul. “You’re upset,” she says.
“Wouldn’t you be?” I snap. I don’t even try to soften it. “Getting accused of being linked to a boar like him. Being asked to get close to him. I’ll have to spend time with that absolute prick now rather than—” Don’t say too much.
I cut myself off and scrub a hand down my face, around to the back of my neck. My fingers get caught in the necklace from Cecil, and I damn near rip it off just for somewhere to direct my anger.
My eyes close. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be yelling at you. It’s just been a long few days, and I can’t be arsed to hold my tongue.”
Alyth hums. It’s thoughtful, not furious, and makes me look at her.
“You really hate him.” It’s not a question. She’s seeing something in me, whatever it is she can read.
“Obviously,” I say. My arm drops. “What about me makes you think I wouldn’t?”
Alyth’s eyes follow that tracing path still, down my face, down—and stop. On my neck.
I realize a beat too late that I dislodged that necklace, and she can see it.
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Alyth
I know that necklace.
I know that thrice-damned necklace.
“Where did you get that?” I demand, crossing the short space between us and grabbing the amulet. The braided leather yanks on Samson’s neck, making him take a stumbling step closer to me, his breath catching, somehow both soft and sharp at the same time.
“My father gave it to me,” he says.
My eyes skim over his aura, and I don’t even try to hide the fact that I am looking around him, not at him.
He’s not lying.
He’s not lying that his father gave him the amulet, but I know this amulet is the same one on Darnley’s portrait of his mother, the one that hangs in Holyrood Palace. Lady Lennox’s painted face would look smugly down on me anytime I had to be in the king consort’s chambers, and I could never forget the Celtic knotwork design. It was such an odd choice for a woman who claimed to be devoutly religious to the Catholic church.
But…
Samson’s aura is blue and yellow; he’s telling the truth, and he’s confused.
Telling the truth as he knows it, I think. The amulet may have been given to him by his father, but where did his father get it? Samson said he lived in London, and Darnley’s been in Scotland since his marriage, but the necklace was his mother’s…
“And your mother was from London…” I muse aloud.
Samson nods, his jaw tight.
Was your mother a member of Elizabeth’s royal court? I think to ask, then shake my head, dismissing the question. Of course she was. For Samson to be a secretary, to know how to read and write—his mother must have been noble. Perhaps his parents separated, with his father serving Laird Latimer in Scotland…I shall have to explore that further. Later though. The more pressing issue is: “Was your mother friends with Lady Lennox?”
Lady Lennox—Darnley’s mother—is Scottish, but she’s long been in England. First as a member of court, now as a royal prisoner.
Samson’s eyes are wide as plates. “Not to my knowledge.”
Truth again.
And not that out of the ordinary, given Lady Lennox’s current status. She tried to get herself named Queen of England rather than Elizabeth, but the line of succession went Protestant.
Queen Elizabeth saw Darnley’s marriage to Queen Mary as enough of a threat to imprison his mother. Noble imprisonment is nothing like the horrific conditions of workhouses or jail for dangerous criminals; Lady Lennox has her own apartment within the Tower of London, even servants. She’s still free to live the life of luxury her wealth and status provides. She’s just not free to leave.
Sticking Lady Lennox in the Tower sent a clear message from Queen Elizabeth to Darnley, King Consort of Scotland: Challenge my throne, and your ma’s head goes to the chopping block.
I narrow my eyes at Samson and release the amulet, throwing it down hard enough to hit him in the chest and make him expel a breath in a near-silent oof. This secretary may not have an ounce of magic in him, but I trust nothing that comes from Darnley or his mother.
The only thing keeping me from ripping that damned charm from his neck is the fact that it doesn’t have any magical qualities to it. But its origin cannot be a coincidence…and nothing Darnley’s family does can be any good.
Samson is just a tool in some larger plan. His parents may have wits enough to have accepted some bribe from Lady Lennox, but Samson can’t know he’s being used for…something.
My eyes lift and meet Samson’s, and for a moment, I forget about my fears. I know he hates all this—the court intrigue, the lies dressed in lace.
It was so much simpler before we came here. On the road to Stirling, he hadn’t yet been caught in the web of lies Darnley has somehow tangled him into. When we were on that moor, watching a stag in the mist, there was only that moment and all the possibilities held within it.
Do I truly believe he’s innocent, or is that just wishful thinking?
I don’t want to ask myself that question.
So I turn on my heel, in search of different ones, and leave Samson without another word.
***
I go straight to my room, slamming the door behind me and pausing only long enough to ensure the door is locked by both my key and my magic.
My chambers are small, tucked away in a corner. Some of the ladies are shocked I even have a spot here; unlike English castles, most Scottish ones aren’t sprawling behemoths, and not every member of court has residency within the palace. Lairds and ladies of higher rank than me stay in the town at the bottom of the hill.
I keep things modest; my room is a place to sleep, not a place to entertain, but I have a sampler my mother stitched for me hanging from the wall and sprigs of rowan near the window. A fire burns in the hearth, exactly the right temperature. I make a mental note to leave some extra cream out for Kitty.
I sit down at the dressing table near the window. A mirror and a comb rest atop the table, the mirror face down. It’s a hand mirror made of pure silver, with a perfectly circular frame and a short handle that ends in a much smaller circle, carved with a decorative design of interlocking rings that makes a pattern similar to a four-petaled flower.
This is old magic, older even than my father.
Flipping it up so I can see myself in the reflective face, I grasp the comb—the other part of the magic—and swipe the carved teeth over the mirror’s face. Magical items like this are rare; the Red Caps leaned into invention, and they did it with the intent to create weapons. Few fae make items like this nowadays for fear of being seen as Red Cap sympathizers.
“Margaret Douglas, Lady Lennox,” I tell the mirror’s surface.
I can only call a fae creature to the mirror if I know its true name, but a Leth, especially one as weak as Lady Lennox? Her known name will do. Magic will summon her to the nearest reflective surface so we can communicate.
Moments pass, and soon enough, the silver mirror ripples. The reflection no longer shows my face when I look at it. Instead, I see a stone ceiling. “Lady Lennox,” I say, louder. When the woman finally peers down, I think my reflection must be shown to her from a goblet.
Lady Lennox leans over the surface. Always slender, the woman looks paler now than I recall, the only sign that she’s not free to leave her apartments whenever she likes. Her chin is pointed, her eyes narrowed. “What do you want?” she snaps.
“How is your prison cell?” I cannot keep the smirk from my face.
“Fine.” Her voice is cold. “And what of your prison?”
“Unlike you, I am not in one.”
She sniffs, but I don’t bother arguing further. I know what she means. While she and her son have so little magic that they can freely move through the barrier, my blood is too fae for me to ever leave Scotland. It’s not a prison though. I have the entire country at my fingertips. She has only stone walls and locked doors.
Lady Lennox leans closer. “Tell me of my son,” she demands.
“He remains an absolute arse, just as you raised him to be.” I speak in acid tones, but she smiles as if I’ve given him a sweet compliment.
“It shall be so pleasant when my son rules all of Great Britain. When that happens, I shall make you my personal maid.”
“Excellent,” I snarl. “Then I will have an easier time of dumping your chamber pot on your head.”
Her expression sours. Playtime is over. “What do you want, little girl? I have no desire to speak to you unless you’re here to tell me that the upstart human my son married is dead and he’s taking her spot on the throne.”
“Be grateful Queen Mary still lives,” I say in a low, cold voice. “It is only on her command that I have not taken care of Darnley personally.”
“You wouldn’t dare—”
I don’t answer. I don’t need to taunt her to plant the seeds of fear inside her heart. And she knows there’s not a damned thing she can do about it if I act on my threat. I rule the Leth, and I am not as merciful nor as willfully blind as Mary.
I think of the needle, of the way the man I killed turned to dust in front of me. I force myself to relive that moment, to steel my nerves so I can do it to Darnley if—when—the need arises.
“What do you want?” Lady Lennox asks again, this time resigned.
“The silver amulet you wear in your portrait—” I start.
“Which one?” Lady Lennox swipes at her thin, pale hair as if she were a great beauty. She was, once. But she denies her age in the worst possible way, and not even her enormous ruff can hide the way her skin sags. “I have had so many portraits made, you see.”
“Don’t act as if you’re some great muse. Anyone with money can commission an artist.” I have no patience for her false vanity. Instead, I describe the amulet, watching her through the reflection closely. It’s hard—but not impossible—for me to detect Lady Lennox’s aura.
And I can tell she’s hiding something.
“Did you give that necklace to someone?” I ask. “An English lady, perhaps?” Samson’s mother, as a bribe? I have known the Red Caps are plotting something, as is Darnley, but if this extends all the way into the other queen’s court—
Lady Lennox laughs.
“What?” I demand.
“It’s taken you this long to notice?” Her fingertips brush her lips, a mockery of being scandalized. “I know exactly what amulet you are inquiring about. And it’s in Scotland already, eh?” She lowers her hand, her smile now predatory.
“Tell me what power it has,” I demand, my voice low and cold.
“If you’re so free, come here and make me talk, child.” From the mirror, I can see as Lady Lennox’s hand moves toward the goblet she was using as a reflective surface for our communication. She picks it up and dumps out the liquid, severing our connection.
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Samson
Alyth knows what this necklace means.
Which tells me Cecil was wrong. No way is Alyth a secret Elizabeth sympathizer. Cecil’s carefully protected system of signs and markers got leaked.
I’m cooked.
As I leave the hall after Alyth’s confrontation, my mind rolls back over what she said. She seemed more concerned about where I’d gotten it than what it stood for, so maybe…maybe she doesn’t know? If she did, she’d have moved against me in an instant, surely. All her distrust of the English—if she knew I was wearing a pendant that symbolized allegiance to Elizabeth, she’d be all over me. And not in the way I want.
I dig my knuckle into my temple, fighting a headache.
As if I need more pieces that don’t make sense right now.
If Alyth makes a move against me, I’m on borrowed time. And right now, I’ve got free rein of the castle, more or less.
I was given a room farther up, in a wing away from the royal quarters, and I pretend I’m heading there as I wander the castle, getting the lay of things. Servants pass, even this late, but no one intercepts me or questions my intentions, and that’s a mighty fine benefit to being known as someone on the up-and-up. In Southwark, if I’m noticed, it’s to my detriment, and I always gotta have an excuse at the ready. Here, I can just walk the halls, and as long as I don’t act funny, I’m ignored.
A few wall sconces give off light, but most of the castle is a dark cave, making it easy to “get lost” and feign confusion. So I keep my face set in an expression of bewilderment as I make my way down halls, up stairs, noting doors, any symbols on them. Cats dart in and out of the shadows, and other creatures of the night make noises that have me flinching. Guards stand in front of the royal wing, so I don’t make it back to explore those more, but the rest of the castle comes to clarity in my mind, escape routes and tucked-away recesses. More public meeting rooms but private areas too, the treasury, which is heavily guarded but might have fae magic locked within.
I need to search Mary’s rooms. But would she be fool enough to keep powerful magic so close to her? If some of it’s shit like what cursed me and she knows what it is, she’d be smarter to keep it elsewhere. And this isn’t her only residence, is it? So who’s to say she’d even have any fae magic items here? Maybe they’re all in Edinburgh or one of her other estates.
Damn.
I need information. And my best bet of getting that is still Alyth. Possibly Joseph, if Alyth’s set against me from this necklace.
My stomach’s all cramped by the time I make it to my room. The castle’s gone cool and dark in the late hour, and as I let myself in, I release a breath and, with it, my facade.
There’s a fire going in my hearth already, warming my room up nice. I’ve got a fine bed with a canopy and a table in the corner, my bags already set on a chair near it. Once the door shuts, I strip off my doublet and shirt and consider dumping the pitcher of water near the washbowl straight over my head so that shock of cold can reset my brain. But exhaustion and a mild headache overtake me, and all I want is to sleep.
I stare down at my bags of supplies. Should I write to Cecil, update him? I don’t actually give a rat’s arse if he knows what I’m doing, but I still need him to break the curse on me once I find the fae object.
It seemed so possible when I left London. I was so damn hopeful.
But none of this is even close to simple, and Cecil absolutely knew what a mess I’d be coming up into, this war between Mary and Darnley. Did Cecil send me specifically because I’m so English that I’d catch Darnley’s attention?
Anger flares up in me, a sharp, sudden spike. But it doesn’t go any higher, just roils around in my sternum until I march the length of the room, like pacing will drive my headache away. The flames blaze brighter in a gust of wind through the chimney, and I brace my hands against the mantle, letting the heat scald my bare chest.
That necklace swings free, casting shadows in the light, and I glare down at it, watching it sway.
Something sharp presses to my lower back.
“Give me that amulet,” comes Alyth’s voice. “Now.”
My pulse lurches, sets a quicker pace. Not out of fear; I’m stretched too thin for that.
Because she’s in my room. At night. And I’m half dressed.
The fact that she’s got a knife on me should dissuade at least some of that, but try telling that to my heart.
Deliberately, I lift my hands from the mantel in surrender and turn to face her. The tip of the blade drags lightly across my back, around my hip, and rests just above the dip of my navel.
The fire hits her full on, throws me in shadows. But she can see me, I know she can, in that odd way of hers where she’s not seeing me in the physical. She’s in the same gown from earlier, simple and functional, meant to keep her from being noticed. That’s everything about her demeanor in public: not wanting to be noticed, not wanting to draw attention. It works for her somehow, which is the weirdest thing I’ve encountered being here, how this whole bloody court could let this woman pass unseen among them. She’s so bright, gleaming even when she’s got her mask on, even when she’s holding that knife to my stomach.
There are three cats with her. My eyes go to the door, but it’s shut. I didn’t even hear her creep in. And what’s with the cats? Did they follow her?
I focus back on Alyth. “Didn’t take you for the thieving sort. I’ve not got a lot of value on me.” I bob my head, referring to my shirtless state, and give a coy smirk. “You’ve caught me a bit indecent.”
Her knife bobs slightly, dragging down, falling in the hollow of my belly button. It isn’t until her eyes—those dark eyes—drop, see the knife resting there, that a tidal rush of shivers sets off, peppering goose bumps over my skin.
She quickly fixates on that necklace.
“The amulet,” she repeats. “Now.”
My grin wavers. “Why? What’s it to you?”
Do you know what this is?
I drop my eyes to that dagger in her grip. It doesn’t have the glow about it that fae magic items do, and my shoulders droop with relief. Though feeling grateful I’m being threatened with a regular knife is a bit foolish.
“Give it to me,” she says through her teeth.
I put one hand on the necklace. “My father gave me this. It’s got great sentimental value. You’ve no—”
“I know it’s from Lady Lennox,” she snaps. “I know it’s got something to do with Darnley. And I’m telling you that I will not allow Red Cap magic in my home.”
The cats let out incensed mews. The air fills with the smell of ash and charred wood, and the flames turn scorching at my back, making me hiss and jump a step forward.
It puts me up against her blade again.
Up closer to her.
I stare down at her, pieces starting to circle ’round.
Magic in my home.
How she looks at me, through me, seeing other things. The way she used a magic item in the border town.
“What are you, Alyth?” I whisper.
“Your ruin,” she says, then reaches for the necklace.
I seize her arm. We freeze, my fingers knotted up around her thin wrist, the skin there chilled despite the warmth of the room.
I can feel her pulse thudding as relentlessly as mine, beating hard and fast against my fingertips.
“I’m not working for Darnley,” I tell her. That that’s what she thinks this necklace means alleviates some of my unease—she doesn’t actually know what it is. That’s good.
She scowls at me but doesn’t try to peel out of my grip. “You’re not lying.” She says it like an accusation. “Which means you’re nothing more than a fool who’s being used.”
“’Course I’m not lying!” I use my hold on her wrist to tug her closer. I need her to know I want nothing to do with that git, the same way I wanted so bad for Hal and Oskar to accept me, only I knew I’d never come close to them understanding me fully. But Alyth? I don’t know why, but her soul calls out to mine, and I can’t have her believing the worst in me.
Alyth whips the dagger up to my throat.
My chin lifts with it, the blade pressing against a throbbing vein. I stiffen instinctively.
“This amulet,” she starts, still speaking through her teeth, her eyes wide and wild with anger, “is from his mother, and your father gave it to you. Why? You have to have some inkling of his motives.”
I gape down at her, lips parting.
Wait—Lady Lennox is Darnley’s mother? That’s how he recognized it?
But then—is his mother part of Cecil’s spy network? Who the hell even is she?
My eyes shut.
I don’t know sodding all about what’s going on or what I’ve gotten myself wrapped up in, and I’m aching and exhausted, and I’ve got nothing, no idea what to do next.
But I know…I know where Alyth stands. I know where her loyalties lie.
And right now, that’s the only thing I can trust.
I open my eyes and lock hard with her furious gaze, renewing my pressure on her wrist. I raise my free hand to point at the blade she’s still got pressed to my throat.
“I’m a bit insulted you didn’t bring a fae item to threaten me,” I tell her. “What, I’m not worth breaking out the magic?”
My words take a full beat to process in her. I watch her eyes, and I don’t move a muscle, not even to breathe.
Her lips part. A shuddering breath slips out. “You—” She glances all around me again. “How do you know about that? You aren’t fae.” At that declaration, she renews her grip on the dagger and presses hard, throwing my head back. “Tell me why you are here.”
Slow as I can, I lift my hand to my neck. I grab the leather braid and start to lift it off.
She moves her blade back so I can unwind the necklace.
“I’m not here working for Darnley, I can tell you that much.” I stare down at her, willing her to believe me. This is all my truth coming right off. “I’m—”
The necklace pulls over my head.
I hold it out to her.
She rips her arm from my grip and snatches the necklace.
And the world unravels.
The room is full of swirls of…something. Blue and red and vibrant orange. They build and heave and flow out of Alyth, funneling toward the fire, wrapping around me. They’re translucent enough that I can see through them, can make out Alyth as the center of this chaos of color.
But—it’s those cats.
They’re not cats anymore.
They’re three little creatures. Roughly the same size as a cat but half-wild snarling things, not mousers like they looked just a moment ago. Fine, downy fur blends in with their scraggly hair, and their eyes are all black, staring at me, narrowed in rage. They stand on two legs and wear simple clothes, linen, I think, stained with soot.
And they’re armed with more normal objects. A fire poker, the tip red and burning. A small dagger. And the third one clutches something in both fists, arms cocked as if ready to hurtle whatever it’s holding.
My brain goes to blizzard whiteness. Utter, stupefied shock.
Then I’m grabbing Alyth, her knife be damned—it digs into my neck again, wells up blood—and I throw her behind me.
The three strange little beings close in around us, and I’ve no bloody idea what in the hell is happening.
“Got another knife?” I ask Alyth, one hand holding her behind me, the other out in front in protection. “Other weapons? Or something—I don’t—”
Alyth is very still behind me. She’s not reacting to my movement; in fact, she’s lowered the knife from my neck. I feel a trickle of blood running down.
“Lady Alyth?” one of the creatures says. “Can we kill him now?”
They can talk?
They…they know her?
And—
Kill me?
My head throbs. The swirling strands of thin colors pulsate around me still, the fire high and hot; my body breaks out in sweat. I’m breathing too hard, each inhalation rough.
I’ve fully gone stark raving.
“Lady Alyth,” the creature says again. “I think he can see us through the glamour. That’s not so good, is it?”
Prickles of awareness race across my skin. Not the pleasant kind, not the ones I’ve started to expect from feeling Alyth’s focus on me. These are something burrowed deeper, something telling me I’m in danger, I gotta run.
Slowly, I turn to face Alyth.
Whose eyes are saucer wide. Her mouth opens in horror, face gone pale. The knife in her hand seems forgotten, as does the necklace in the other.
“You,” she whispers, her eyes running over me, head to toe and back again, seeing, seeing things I can’t guess at. “You’re a—”
Then I’m flying through the air.
It takes my body and brain long seconds to connect I’ve been thrown at the wall, the harsh, jarring impact of my shoulder blades against the stone making me cry out. A force loops around my neck and tugs, slamming my head back, and I scrabble at it, but there’s nothing to grab. I’m being choked, held an arm’s length off the ground by nothing.
The little creatures are focused on me, faces set in terrifying scowls. The invisible force tightens, and chills of true, deep fear counter the sweltering heat of the fire as I claw more desperately at my neck, still uselessly.
Black spots prickle the edges of my vision. From lack of oxygen?
Or from my curse, rising in defense against this threat?
Fear becomes something bigger. Something consuming. I don’t want to black out here. Whatever Alyth’s on about, I don’t want to hurt her.
And that desire, to not black out and hurt her, to not let her see me in a rage, seems enough to press back against the swell of darkness. For now.
How long can I hold out this time?
Alyth’s standing just below me, hatred pure and raw on her face.
“Tell me,” she demands, “what you are.”
The force releases enough for me to suck in a breath. The black spots clear, but I’m still held up.
“I’m Samson Calthorpe,” I croak. “I was sent here by Cecil—William Cecil, Baron Burghley. My rat bastard of a father—” The pressure on my throat tightens threateningly. “He suspected Mary of storing away fae magic items to attack Elizabeth. I was sent to pose as Latimer’s man, infiltrate the court, find out what’s what. That’s it, that’s the truth—”
I garble, sputtering when the force closes over my windpipe.
“I don’t give a shite about Elizabeth and her spies,” Alyth snarls. “Tell me what you are. Tell me what you’re doing here—with this.”
She holds up the necklace.
“Cecil really did give me that before I got here. Told me it was protection from fae magic and a way for others loyal to Elizabeth to recognize me. I wasn’t to take it off. I only did what he asked on account of Mary’s got something in her magic stores that cursed me, and I need to break this curse. I have to. I don’t care about politicking or any of this shit, I swear, and I don’t—I don’t have the slightest bloody idea what’s going on!”
Alyth steps toward me. Those odd little creatures close in around her, all set on me.
My God.
She’s going to kill me.
Blackness surges in, a harsh wave that I blink frantically to clear.
No, no, don’t slip, don’t pass out—
I won’t hurt her. I WILL NOT HURT HER.
I try to kick, try to fight, but I’m held good by nothing.
The knife she raised lowers to her side.
“There is no plot to kill Elizabeth from Mary,” Alyth tells me, but her voice is deadened. “Mary does not have a store of fae magic items, as you called them. Darnley, however, is the threat, and if you are part of how he has been getting Red Cap weapons into this country, I will kill you both.”
“You shouldn’t wait to kill him,” I gasp against the tightening force on my neck. “Off the bastard.”
One of the creatures squeals. “This one can’t be so bad, can he, Lady Alyth? He’s smart. Can we release him?”
“No, Kitty,” Alyth snaps. Her eyes don’t leave mine.
She lifts the necklace higher, as if I haven’t seen it.
“This necklace was given to you, down the line, by Darnley’s mother,” she says. “Obviously, it must dampen magic. That’s why I couldn’t see you were fae when you were wearing it. What kind of Leth are you?”
“I was cursed, I told you—maybe that’s what you’re seeing? I came into contact with a fae item when I was younger, and it got its magic in me, and I hurt people sometimes when the curse takes me over. I gotta stop it. That’s why I’m here.” My heart sinks, remembering what she said. “But Mary doesn’t have fae magic stored up? Darnley—Darnley’s got the magic items?”
I have to shift my investigation to him.
If Alyth lets me live.
“Cecil is your father?” Alyth ignores my babbling. “Is he fae? Or did you get it from your mother’s line?” She squints at me. “You’re strong. Maybe…”
I laugh, pitchy and frantic. Cecil’s not magic; if he were, he’d have used it for something awful by now, not just been content to obey Elizabeth like a lapdog. And my mother’s dead, a lady’s maid and then a working girl, and if she’d been magic, she’d have used it to save herself, to save us. Right?
“Whatever you are, you brought this necklace here. Is that what Lady Lennox wants from you? To carry Red Cap weapons across the border for Darnley?”
“What the hell is a Red Cap? Is that what the fae-magic items are—Red Cap weapons?”
The force around my neck spasms, pinches so tight that I cry out, only for the noise to get cut off.
Alyth draws closer to me. Watching, studying. “You’re Leth—you have fae blood. Do not pretend you don’t know what a Red Cap is. I will find out what you are, and I will deal with you accordingly.”
My lungs scream for air, fingers clawing at my neck, nails ripping through the knife wound she’d left, slipping on blood.
“I’m—not fae—”
“I don’t know what your place in Darnley’s plot is,” she says, calm, “but you’re done.”
The being she called Kitty squeals again. “We kill him?”
Kill me, release me—Kitty seems delighted by both options.
But Alyth stares at me a beat longer. My life is getting weighed in her eyes, and in that, I see the deer that walked close to us when we camped on the moors. How free it seemed, how free I felt, being outside the city for once, breathing.
There’s no rage in me. No push to black out. Just—resignation.
My eyes roll shut, and a tear leaks down my cheek.
“Release him, Kitty.”
Before I can react, I’m plunging down the wall, landing in a heap on the floor. I cough and wheeze, trying to breathe too fast, too much. My vision won’t focus.
Until Alyth bends over me, tucks the knife under my chin, and uses it to draw my face up to hers.
She comes into sharp clarity. Those big, all-seeing eyes, the tight lines of concentration and anger across her face. The smell of wild grasslands.
“I’m giving you one chance to leave Scotland,” she tells me. “Go back to England. If I see you here again, I will kill you.”
Kitty claps her little hands. “And we’ll help!”
Alyth releases me, dragging the point of the dagger up my chin, leaving another slice that stings with pain.
She crosses to the door and leaves.
The little creatures sink into the shadows, scurrying off and vanishing through holes in the walls, like mice.
And I just sit there. Rubbing my sore throat, wincing at the cuts. Coughing and eyes tearing.
I’m proper screwed.
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Alyth
I wake the next morning tangled in my bedclothes, my hair damp with sweat. A fitful sleep riddled with nightmares has me ready to fight, but—
He’s gone now.
Samson. There’s no way he’s still here. Kitty told me he hadn’t fled in the night, and fine, I won’t grudge him that. But by the time I crank my weary body out of bed, the ropes holding up my mattress groaning almost as much as me, it’s well past sunrise.
Well past time for him to be gone. I’ll check, of course, ensure he’s left as I ordered. I tell myself that firmly as I scrub my face with cold water and tie my hair back. He’ll be gone, and I’ll be glad of it.
I catch my image in the mirror.
My cheeks are red, and my eyes are wild.
He was Leth. He had fae blood inside him the whole time. And I couldn’t tell at all, thanks to that damned amulet that kept me from seeing what he truly was.
And kept him from seeing me.
This must be how Darnley’s gotten so many weapons across the border—tricking innocent people who don’t know what they carry to bring them to him. And this conspiracy goes far beyond what I originally thought. Samson’s father, William Cecil, the Baron Burghley, is high enough in the English queen’s court to be very worrisome. He’s the spymaster, if the rumors are true. That must be where Samson got his fae blood; the queen’s closest confidant has used glamours to secure his position.
Not unlike how Darnley made himself appear more handsome and charming to Mary.
And poor Samson is a fly stuck in his father’s web.
I think about how he had been so shocked at Kitty and the other brownies who’d accompanied me. What else will he see now that the amulet’s no longer dampening magic for him?
I usually use glamours to appear unassuming and blend into the shadows. But…
I pick up the mirror, not calling on its magic and using it only to look at my reflection. It takes so little to change my face. Nothing at all to smooth my skin, to curl my hair, to make my eyes shiny and bright. I use all my power, always, to protect everyone else, and it takes only a little effort to change the way I look.
To be beautiful.
With a noise of disgust in the back of my throat, I wave away the changes to my appearance. I’m not beautiful.
Someone beautiful doesn’t hold a knife to a man’s throat.
Doesn’t plunge a Red Cap needle into a different man’s shoulder.
Beauty is a weapon for queens to use. Not me.
My only role is in the shadows. In the darkness, where no one can see my bloody hands.
I stand and change out my chemise for a fresh one. My fire is warm, but the stone floor is cold, so I layer on my wool tights and cram my feet into my fur-lined boots. I go for simple this morning: a thick wool overdress and an apron in the old fashion, shawl pinned tight, then cloak, forest green. I grab my mittens, knit in a pale purple wool dyed with thistle flowers. I look like a villager, not a lady, but a lady has far too much cloth to fuss with to go to the woods.
A knock at my door.
Lady Reres waits. While she’s a Leth and friendly to me in private, her rank means it’s rare for her to come to me like this. While her eyes widen ever so slightly at my old-fashioned dress, I know she doesn’t comment because she assumes I have tasks of a fae nature to deal with.
“Lady Alyth,” she says, dipping into a curtsy.
“What’s wrong?” I demand. Her aura is deep purple; she’s here on business.
“Nothing of that,” she says, meaning nothing of Red Caps. “I wanted to warn you. The queen’s been asking about you. She requires you to go to the Great Hall to help with the baptismal feast preparations—”
“No,” I say, cutting her off as I step past her and shut my door behind me.
“No?” Lady Reres steps quickly to catch up with me. “But the queen—”
“Does not control me,” I say. “And I have more important matters to attend to today.” I need to dispose of this amulet Samson brought to Scotland.
Worry flares through her aura, across her face. I do not bother appeasing her concern.
“Spread the word,” I say in a low voice, heading to the stairs. “All Leth on guard.”
She touches my arm, stopping me. “Has the wall—”
“The wall holds,” I say. “But it cannot stop every threat.”
“More weapons?” Lady Reres crosses herself, even though the threat we fear is Red Caps, not the devil.
“Maybe.” I know she’s loyal, but I still hesitate.
The connection between Darnley and Cecil is worrying me. Perhaps Darnley’s aligned himself fully with the English now. Despite the religious differences between the men, Cecil’s made no attempt to hide that his ultimate goal is a united British Isles, yet—
I look up. Lady Reres’s hand is still on my elbow, her face creased with worry. To most of the Leth, the attack on David at Holyrood has been a seed of worry, and the continued tension at court has been watering that anxiety.
She needs to know how serious the threat is. They all do. Because really, it was foolish of me to confront Samson alone like I did. I got lucky that Kitty’s been watching me, and she brought a few of her brownie friends. And lucky that Samson wasn’t a real threat…
His eyes, wide and sorrowful, fill my mind.
I shake myself. “Let it be known the Red Caps are getting closer.”
“What do you mean—”
“They’ve found ways to hide fae magic,” I say. This is not exactly true, but reality is too complicated to go into now, and the effect is the same.
“That means they could hide among us!” Lady Reres looks sick at the thought.
“No. They still can’t cross the border.”
Her shoulders sink in relief, but I can see doubt on her face. “A way to hide magic though…” she says, her voice barely audible. “Could that be? They said the High Blade was the greatest inventor the Seelie Court has ever seen.”
“The High Blade?” I try to scoff, even though my heart seizes at the name.
The High Blade. The leader of the Red Caps when they sided with the Romans and started a war on fae and Scots alike.
That was hundreds and hundreds of years ago. But I can’t think like a human. Red Caps cannot die unless they are killed, but bloodshed makes them stronger. It’s possible the High Blade still lives.
Still invents…weapons and more.
I put on a brave face, even though the idea terrifies me. “We have enough to fear without jumping at old stories and ghosts,” I say. “There is no evidence the High Blade is behind this. But we do know that Darnley and Lady Lennox are working with Lord Cecil from England. This is a real threat, and we have to deal with it.”
Lady Reres pales. “I will tell the queen you are occupied today, and I will let the other Leths know why.”
I dip my chin to her as I turn to the stairs. “Thank you.”
***
In less than an hour—after I confirm with Kitty that Samson packed his bags—I’m mounted on my horse and racing east.
While I may not be at the queen’s side currently, I know of her plans for the baptism celebration of the infant prince. The actual ceremony will be done in the chapel at Stirling Castle, but holy water on a screaming wee one’s head is nothing compared to the celebrations after. Mary’s built a fake castle to stage an Arthurian battle inside the real castle, costumed players will mingle around masked guests, and there’s enough wine to drown half of Scotland. Mary’s even had men in Leith making fireworks, although that’s supposed to be a secret.
It’s the costumes and masks that gave me the idea for today. The baptism itself is for religion, holy and revered, but the parties afterward are all about decadence. Apparently, according to their logic, God’s not going to look at what people do when they wear masks. Some of the costumed actors hired to weave through the crowds for entertainment are even going to be dressed as devils.
And several are going to be dressed as fae.
It’s an accident of time, of course. The people of Scotland have always lived in a world that runs parallel to the fae court. The portals were once more plentiful, but even now, there are multiple access points scattered around the wilderness. It is little wonder that legends arose. While the Leth hide the fae creatures that slip into this world better now, the hardest thing to kill is a story.
And I will use that to my advantage.
There are no signs to where I am going, but I know this trail well enough, and the traces of magic weaving through the air assure me I am on the right path.
The landscape grows more rugged and wild, and soon enough, I have to leave my horse behind, tied at the bridge that crosses over the gorge. Finnich Glen is hard to reach, but I pause on the bridge, appreciating the way water tumbles through the rocks, the moss covering the stones making the whole area look soft, despite its danger.
I walk on a ways, finding an easier path down into the gorge. Someone’s left a rope tied to a tree that I hold on to as I make my way down the slippery, steep slope, giant rocks bulging along the path. It feels like a descent. Like going to another world.
Because if I step wrong, it is.
These wild areas, they’re where the connections between this world and the other are stronger. Portals are defined areas, marked by stone rings usually, but anywhere the land remains feral is a place where the Seelie Court and Scotland are close together, the separation between the realms thinner. Gossamer sheets of magic wrap around the stones in the valley, wafting like mist over water.
And I slip into the other world.
It’s a matter of seeing that one spot where the sunlight shifts, feeling where the temperature dips, hearing where the silence stretches a bit too long, and then purposefully leaning into the impossible, trusting that something more than nothing will catch me.
Ringing fills my ears, a wave of nausea tugging at my gut. I blink rapidly, the human parts of my body readjusting to the fae.
Where there had been boulders, now castle walls rise from the mist, the stone carved in harmony with nature. There are no straight lines, the windows blossoming in the natural dips of the stone and the towers twisting like trees. Moss shining with dew casts a glittering emerald glow. Lights flick by—sprites, the wee sticklars.
Everything here is like the landscape of Scotland but slightly…off. As if one painter sketched out the landscape, and then another faintly painted over it, adding new elements and changing subtle details.
It’s the glamours, stronger here than in the human realm. Strong enough to be real. While I can weave nothing but misty shadows and tricks, this is the home of magic, potent and strong.
I am the strongest Leth in Scotland.
And I am nothing here.
The magic that can truly shift reality remains out of my reach, inaccessible to me.
“Lady Alyth.”
I turn, trying not to show how much the sound of my name being spoken startled me. A brownie steps out of a hollow spot in a log. A shimmer in the dark hole tells me that this brownie has used a portal to reach me quickly.
Because heaven forbid my father greet me.
I incline my head to the brownie, one of my father’s personal attendants. As with all fae, I don’t know his name, but I call him Kirk because he’s generally as silent as a church. Also because the word for a chicken is “cearc,” which reminds me of the chicken feathers he sticks in his hair, thinking they make him look distinguished.
“Hello,” I say respectfully.
“What are you doing here?” Kirk gets right to the point.
“I found another Red Cap item.” I hold out the amulet I took from Samson.
Kirk clucks his tongue like a worried hen, taking the silver Celtic knotwork. He inspects it carefully, muttering to himself.
“I am concerned that this may be the work of the High Blade,” I say. “I’ve connected this item to Lady Lennox and, from her, to a member of the English queen’s court.”
Kirk holds a finger up, demanding silence.
I close my mouth but cannot help heaving a sigh. Nothing I say ever matters.
Kirk does something with his hands, swirling them around the amulet. With an audible pop! that resonates throughout the area, the amulet disappears.
“I will report this to your father,” he says, bowing and turning.
Dismissing me.
“Wait!” I call, actually reaching out to him. Kirk is low in societal rank, but he’s a full-blooded fae. I may be a prince’s daughter, but I’m also half human. When I grab Kirk’s elbow to make him pause, he looks down at my hand with distaste that makes it clear he thinks, despite our different ranks, I have no right to touch him.
I let go immediately.
“Can’t you take me to see my father? Let me explain to him what this threat is, how dangerous it is…”
Kirk shakes his head. “The prince is indisposed.”
Right. Of course he is. The palace walls rising over where the boulders are in my realm have sparkling crystal windows lit up with various different lights. There’s an excellent chance my father is inside, dancing and drinking. Oblivious to me.
But those palace walls are charmed. Humans who slip into the fae realm are doomed to wander aimlessly unless they have a connection like me, but even I cannot go into the proper court without a fae guide. If I were to try to enter the palace, it would always remain out of my reach, even if I ran at it full tilt. If I were to try to force my way inside, I would find myself befuddled and confused, turned about. Even if the path to the palace were a straight line, paved and clear, with signs pointing to the right direction, the only way I would be able to take one step closer would be if I were invited and led inside the palace by a full-blooded fae.
I know.
I’ve tried.
Until I learned nothing would make my father leave his parties. Nothing I could do anyway.
That’s how the Seelie Court works. Layers of deception and traps, ensuring nothing disturbs the revelry. Turning you into a source of amusement for trying.
Kirk could take me straight to my father. And I could tell him to his face that the Red Caps draw closer, that the High Blade may be involved.
But he won’t.
I wish I knew whether it was that the Seelie Court doesn’t take the threat seriously or that they don’t take me seriously.
“I will report directly to your father,” Kirk says, a little kinder now, which makes it all the worse, the pity in his voice.
I nod, and the brownie steps back into the hole in the tree, disappearing.
I cast one last look around the fae realm. It is so, so beautiful. Achingly so.
Layers of deception, I remind myself, blinking rapidly.
Nothing here is real.
I fall backward, out of this world and into my own.
***
I stumble, regaining my footing as my eyes adjust to dim, dull reality.
Red sandstone lines the riverbed, making the creek look as if it’s tainted with blood. From here, the boulders serve as towering walls. Sound echoes strangely, bouncing off the enormous rocks. Sunlight cuts like ribbons in the rare spots between rocks and bald trees.
Winter is a time when everything dies, but nothing here feels as empty as death.
I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with air until it hurts, the scent of petrichor seeping into my body.
It would be so easy to quit. Let some other Leth care about the wall. About the Red Cap plot that threatens the entire nation.
I’ve heard of it happening before, with other Leths. Once they go to their fae kin fully, swearing to never return to the humans, they can be accepted into that world.
My father ignores me because he wants to ignore the wall, the responsibility that comes with it. If I let that go, if I walked away from the duty I was born to fulfill…I could step fully into the Seelie Court, take a place beside my father, who gave me his blood, his magic, but not his status.
Not his home.
That’s what holds me back.
Some might call it pride, I suppose. But I won’t leave Scotland for the Seelie Court as long as he treats me like a guard instead of a daughter. I’ll stay here in my real home, where I’m valued. At least by some.
I peel off my boots, then my woolen tights, and I hike my skirts up as I step into water that glitters red thanks to the color of the pebbles. I send my magic out, out, calling. Water knows; water carries. This narrow band snaking through the gorge connects to the lochs and the rivers and then to the sea. My magic pings off the barrier that encloses the entire land, confirming its strength, but it also sends out a warning to all the fae:
Be on guard.
The enemy approaches.
Hooves echo off stones, soft patterings. No horse could get down here, but a goat has no such limits.
The creatures standing on the stones, peering down at me, however, are not goats.
Glaistigs are ethereal beings, often letting their bodies fade to ghostly shadows. Their lower halves take a form similar to goats, green moss staining gray-and-white fur. Glaistigs, when they bother to appear, look like women from the waist up. Long stringy hair, rough and matted, streams over their shoulders. Horns curl up from their temples, wide and thick, the tips sharp.
I see a half dozen now, but I’m certain there are more hidden in the shadows, some not taking form, some in the trees, ready to attack if need be. The wildest fae trust not even a drop of human blood.
I scan the ones here, nodding to each respectfully, and then bow to the one whose mossy cloak extends into a cape draping over the tallest boulder, ferns like lace and tiny red berries along the hem like jewels.
This one is the leader of the glaistigs. “Green Lady,” I say, my eyes still downcast.
“You are welcome here,” she says, and I dare to lift my eyes.
I needed to send Samson’s amulet to the fae realm, but I chose this spot on purpose, hoping the glaistigs would answer my warning call.
“I come with an invitation,” I say carefully, “as representative of the queen of humans of this land.” Mary did not extend the invitation herself, but she doesn’t need to know what I’m doing.
“Humans do not typically invite us to anything outside war.” Her voice is soft but clear, like the icy water still wrapping around my ankles.
“War may be coming,” I say. “The human queen celebrates the birth of her child, but her husband works with the Red Caps.”
“Traitor.” The word hisses from all the glaistigs, so low that their stomping hooves almost drown out the sound.
“The wall holds,” I clarify, “but he has eyes on human thrones and enough fae blood to align with the Red Caps. He’s used a weapon of theirs before, and more have infiltrated.”
“We are ready.” The Green Lady’s shoulders roll back, her chin tilting up, a sunbeam sliced in two by her horn.
I have no doubt the glaistigs are ready. Their spears and their magic are always ready. It doesn’t matter to them that the Red Caps have been absent from Scotland for a millennia; that is just a wink to the fae.
Another dark reminder that it is possible for the High Blade to be behind all this…
“The human queen has hired men to dress in costume for the celebration in honor of her son,” I say.
The Green Lady’s eyes narrow, her slitted pupils like daggers.
I speak rapidly. “They do not mean to make a mockery of your kind.” Mary has hired some to dress as satyrs. She knows the Greek myths better than her own, but that is, perhaps, because the glaistigs prefer to be forgotten.
“It will suit,” the Green Lady allows. “We can weave into the shadows and among the humans without being noticed.”
“That is my hope,” I say. The glaistigs will add a layer of protection.
The Green Lady looks to the other glaistigs. Each nods to her slowly, confirming they will help.
“Any traitor we see, we kill,” the Green Lady says, turning to me. “Your kind likes…” She waves her hand, looking for the word. “Trials. Second chances. We do not abide by such customs.”
I look her in her eyes. “I know.”
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Samson
I lean against the wall in the stables, staring at the horses, my arms folded tight. Bags sit at my feet, and I’ve got my cloak around my shoulders, all set to leave.
But I’ve not gotten a horse yet. Or approached Callum, who’s forking hay in the corner, to ask him if there’s anyone heading south I can catch a ride with.
I’m just standing here, jaw working, eyes blurring from lack of sleep, feeling the sunrays creep higher and higher until the light reaches long fingers through the stable door and touches my boots.
This castle is a place of horrors.
Those little hairy creatures are everywhere. Everywhere cats were at least, cleaning and caring and mending, generally leaving people alone.
They glared at me as I passed through the corridors. They know the ultimatum Alyth gave me, and I did my best to get out early this morning, but I lingered, kept getting distracted by whether I should stay and everything I’ve learned, and—
And there are other creatures too. Things that I swear were normal only yesterday. Might’ve been bugs flying about, but they’re little people-type beings with wings—damned fairies? No. No. That’s mad.
And there was something off in the distance, spotted it out the window, on the hill. Looked like a goat on two legs?
There are more of those tendrils of color in the air too, less harsh than what was around Alyth, gentle pulses of softest blue and green and pink clustered around each of these creatures.
And the sky. The sky’s wrong. It’s got a sheen over it, like oil gathered on water, ripples and waves of rainbow hues that no one else seems to see.
That necklace kept me from seeing these things. Is it just here, in Scotland? Because I had no bloody necklace in London and never saw a lick of anything bizarre outside the damn fae magic items Cecil had me getting.
What’d Alyth call ’em? Red Cap weapons.
What the hell is a Red Cap?
The necklace dampened magic, Alyth said. The necklace hid me.
She said…she said I’m fae.
I thought actual fae—people or creatures—were long gone. That all that was left were their dangerous items. Cecil never said, and I just assumed, on account of never coming across fairies or any other fae nonsense.
But fae are real?
They’re real. And they’re people too.
Alyth’s one. She was all wrapped up in those pulsing magic threads, vibrant with the color of it.
But I think I’d know if I were magic, wouldn’t I? Beyond my damned curse. Think I’d know if I had a mighty power tamped down in me, something I could’ve harnessed to protect myself.
My breathing kicks up, heart humming, it’s so fast, and I rub at my chest.
If I have some kind of magic… If I’ve had it all this time… Some power, some strength, and I let my mum die, and I let myself get cursed by a fae weapon—
I stagger out of the barn, cross behind it, find a spot hidden away, and drop to my knees. My head’s throbbing, empty stomach churning, and I just hold there on the ground, hands braced on my thighs, rocking a little.
Does Cecil know? Is Cecil fae?
I manage a deep breath—force one is more like—and scowl at my shadow on the winter-brown grass.
I still don’t know quite what Cecil wants to get out of me being here. But—
Darnley’ll know.
Alyth said he’s the one storing up fae weapons, not Mary. And it’s not for any plot against England, like Cecil said. I always suspected that reasoning was thin.
So I’ve got two options:
Go back to London and confront Cecil about all this. He won’t give me shit for answers, and I won’t have the fae weapon that cursed me. Can Cecil even break my curse if he has it? Would he? Was that a lie too?
Or I stay. And get close to Darnley, like Mary wanted. Only I’ll get answers from the arsehole about what fae weapons he’s got and how he’s tied up with Cecil and whatever plan I’m a pawn in. Darnley’s cocky and arrogant, self-righteous and loud. He’ll spill secrets far easier than Cecil. Then I’ll have more leverage to use against my father when I go back to London.
But if I stay, Alyth’ll kill me.
If I go back to London, whatever life I have won’t be real living anyway. Just biding my days until I black out and hurt more people.
It ain’t even a choice.
I pry myself off the ground, dusting my knees, and head back to the stable where my stuff’s still piled by the wall. Callum gives me a confused look, wondering why I spent most of the morning just standing here, but I wave him away with a bright smile. It aches across my cheeks.
Callum’s eyes flick past me just as I hear footsteps and voices coming, and his face pales. A blink, and he’s vanished, so I know who it is before I turn.
Ah, think of the devil, and he appears.
I shoulder my bags and face Darnley, ringed by half a dozen men and servants. They’re all outfitted for hunting. Didn’t he just go yesterday? How’s it not mind-numbing to go again?
Darnley sees me and gives a sly but very obvious grin. “Ah—Samuel, was it?”
“Samson, sir,” I say, all proper, bowing my head.
I’m staying. I’m going to get answers from this bastard. So I’m playing this part fully, throwing everything I’ve got into it.
What’ll Alyth do to me when she finds out I’m staying?
Darnley’s got none of those ribbons of color ’round him. No one in his group does. He’s not fae? Or maybe the colors meant something else—magic being used. Because not all the fae creatures I’ve seen let off glows, just the ones that appear to be doing magic, so—
My head aches, and I rub at the back of my neck.
“Samson. Yes.” His eyes go to my collar, but even if I were wearing that necklace, I’m bundled up. “Come hunting with us. There is much we must discuss.”
“Of course, Your Grace.” Smile. Smile and act like being in his presence is the greatest honor of your life. “I’m most appreciative of the offer. Been bored off my arse here.”
It’s a risk, cursing ’round him. But I’m betting on the fact that he’ll love me talking down about Mary’s setup.
He does.
His head throws back with a cracking laugh, and he smacks the shoulder of the man next to him. “Hear that, Balfour? One day with Mary, and this one’s scratching to escape.” He points at me. “We knew you had a proper head on your shoulders, boy.”
Boy? We’re about the same age, you git.
Balfour adjusts his cloak with a grumble. “I said we shouldn’t have even come here. My house at Kirk o’ Field isn’t far, and the hunting’s worlds better to the east. We should leave all this baptizing shite to the women.”
Darnley considers. My brain catches up in a flinch—he’s honestly considering leaving his son’s baptism because it isn’t entertaining enough.
But he bats his hand. “Just a week or so more, until the celebration’s over. That’ll be grand. Then we’ll go to your house, Balfour.”
The man grunts in confirmation. He and the rest file around Darnley, heading into the stables, calling out for horses to be readied. Other stable hands come running; not Callum, I note.
Darnley takes a step past me to follow his group, but I block his way outside the door of the stables.
“Sir, a moment,” I whisper, throwing a cautious look around for his benefit. Playing up the secrecy, because he’ll want to feel important.
It works—his brows go up, and his lips pulse with a faint smile. “Yes?”
We’re more or less alone for the moment, but once we’re mounted up for the hunt, there won’t actually be much time for conversation, despite what he said. This is about winning his favor.
If I’m risking Alyth’s wrath by staying, I’m gonna get this bastard on my side. I’m gonna come out of this on top.
My throat still aches. The cuts from Alyth’s knife have closed over, but each swallow is rough from the magic that pinned me. That look in her eyes won’t vanish from my mind in a hurry either. Her flaming fury, all potent and harsh, had no business being as beautiful as it was.
I shake it away, shoving out thoughts of her. She’d sooner kill me than trust me now. That airy, bubbly feeling in my gut at the thought of her needs to go right away.
The girl held a knife to my throat. I shouldn’t still be fancying her.
There’s something wrong with me.
I go all in. “My instructions past this are unclear,” I tell Darnley, keeping my voice low, conspiratorial. “Am I to turn the necklace over to you?”
It’s a gamble, seeing as Alyth’s got it, but I can make up excuses.
Darnley smirks at me with the ego of a god doling out instructions to mortals. “No. You’ve done well. Hold it for now. The time for further action will present itself soon.”
I swallow, my sore throat aching, and bow my head. I already knew he was in on this, but his easy confirmation sets off quakes in my gut.
I’m close now. On the right path.
“Until then.” Darnley smacks my arm and heads into the stable, shouting about how it’s taking too long to saddle the horses.
I follow him but slip aside to stow my bags in the tack room—and find Callum cowering behind a mound of saddles.
He jumps when I enter, but his face relaxes instantly. “All right, sir?”
“Samson. And yes. You?” I nod toward the main room and the raised voices, Darnley yelling at other stable hands. “He leaving you alone?”
“I can usually avoid him. I—I—” He stammers. “Thanks. For what you did when he got here. My da wanted to thank you too.”
I shrug. “Just stay outta trouble, all right?”
“Yer one to talk.” Callum snorts. “Riding out with him? What for?”
I chew my words as I tuck my bags under a table. Callum nods when I glance at him, seeking unspoken permission, and by the time I straighten, it’s on my tongue to ask him to help, to report any oddities of Darnley to me. Kids see way more than anyone gives them credit for; it’s why the group I lived with in Southwark started Hal and others like him out so young.
But Callum’s eyes are wide and clear, and he’s got at least one parent who loves him and a home and food regularly. And right now, he doesn’t fear me.
Callum’s trust is velvet soft around me. When will it change? Doesn’t seem to be more than a few weeks before everyone I get close to starts glaring at me.
In another life, in another time, I’d have been just like him, working hard and scurrying through duties and just…existing.
No, he’ll stay out of this mess. I can handle this on my own.
“Can’t say no to the king consort,” I tell him as a reason for why I’m going out with Darnley. Then I make an exaggerated gagging face, and he giggles.
The sound’s a balm on all this shit I have to do with Darnley. On the big, gaping uncertainty over my heritage.
So as I leave the tack room, I’m smiling, and it’s real, and I wonder how long I can hold on to feeling like I’ve got a breath before these waves yank me back down.
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Alyth
Stirling Castle is transformed.
There’s what the servants and hired workers have done, of course. An entire recreation of a castle in the Great Hall, smaller than real size but tall enough to scrape the ceiling and big enough for a dozen or more men to participate in mock battles over the wooden fortress painted to look like ancient stone. The regular banquet tables have been removed from the hall, replaced with an enormous circular one so that Mary can pretend to have knights of the Round Table. Torches and candles burn brilliantly, casting long shadows as guests start to arrive, bedecked in their finest gowns and kilts.
But I notice the other details. Kitty and the rest of the brownies of the castle have made sure the entire hall is spotless. The candles dare not flicker, much less drip wax on the rugs. Various members of court who are Leth, such as Lady Reres and Captain Cockburn, have cast glamours over parts of the castle, adding a hint of true magic to the festivities. The laird of Strathglass asked my permission to invite the will-o’-the-wisps to glitter near the ceiling, and I let him, but only after he swore to keep the pesky things away from the fireworks.
To regular humans, everything will look a little extra shiny. To the Leths like me, this is a rare night to show off.
The goddess of the River Forth even summoned a cadre of caesg to come sing. I’m sure it appears as if the river is oddly full of salmon too clever to be caught, but any Leth will recognize humanoid bodies attached to the fish tails, grayish skin stretching over a humanlike torso and a spiky fin poking up where hair would be on the head. I’ve seen pictures of sirens and mermaids, and I suppose the caesg match that broad definition, but they’re far, far wilder. The only human thing about them is part of their torso.
The normally silent river burbles, and the reeds whistle in the wind…to the humans. But even here, I can catch some strains of the fae melody drifting from so far below up to the castle. The caesg song lilts in and out of the lute and harp playing in the Great Hall. While the bards in the hall perform popular tunes, the caesg sing blessings for the young prince of Scotland. A baby’s christening is important to the fae; the legends are true enough on that. There is magic in names, even human ones.
The Green Lady and her glaistigs have not yet arrived, but neither has Darnley. Or the queen. Not unusual, but I make a point to stop near Lady Reres. Most of the guests wear masks of silk and lace, some with even more elaborate headgear, but Lady Reres has enhanced her mask with magic. I’m not sure I would have recognized her had I not been able to see past the illusion.
“Nice,” she says, eyes skimming over my own mask.
Mine was one of the rare gifts from my father, left for me on the windowsill at the castle. He does that sometimes. I know better than to assume that he chose the silver mask for me personally, but he cares about appearances and the way I’m perceived in court. If I wear the same gown too often, a new one appears in my trunk. When my velvet ribbon that I wore as a necklace broke, a gold chain replaced it. He sends sprites, I think, or some other fae—he never comes himself. He doesn’t want to interact with me; he only wants to make sure I represent him well. And he’s always happy to take the credit for his gifts. This mask came with a sprig of rowan berries—his mark.
I’d toss the gifts, but they’re usually pretty decent.
The mask is no different. It looks like lace, but rather than being tatted with silken thread, it’s made of solid silver, the hollow bits lined with an iridescent material that glimmers in the light. I know of no material with such prismatic sheen, but so far, only the Leths have noticed it.
“Your father cares for you,” Lady Reres comments.
He cares for how I make him look, nothing more. I am his reflection, just as this court is a reflection of his.
“Did the baptism go well?” I ask, ignoring the comment.
She nods, a bob of her chin. “Some fuss from a few of the Protestants.”
“Ridiculous,” I mutter, shaking my head. What did the silly men expect to happen? They’d burst into flames for hearing mass in Latin? “But nothing else amiss?”
I’m not sure what I expect her to tell me. I conferred with Kitty earlier, and she said Samson had gone to the stables with his bags. And that’s good. I’m glad he left. He needed to leave. It’s good that he’s gone. Very good. Obviously best for all.
I swallow hard, refocus.
It’s definitely all the other tension from Darnley’s plot that’s causing that hollow pit in my stomach to tighten.
If Darnley had done anything, I would know. But my senses tingle; there’s more than the regular sort of magic in the air tonight.
There’s anticipation.
Before Lady Reres can answer me, a group of men riding on hobby horses made of sticks gallops past. They’re drunk off their arses and singing. Loudly. In Italian.
“The king consort didn’t bother showing up,” she says, leaning close to my ear.
I frown. Mary hadn’t outright banned her husband from going to the baptism, and James is his son too. For all his faults, Darnley would surely have a vested interest in seeing his own son baptized? And the entire reason—according to him—for his arrival at Castle Stirling was to attend the ceremony.
The men ride by on their sticks, and I catch a few lines of their song but not enough to understand anything. Across the hall, I spot Joseph scowling. He wears no mask; he looks as if he stumbled into the party after a long day at the library.
I excuse myself from Lady Reres and head over to the queen’s secretary.
“This is a baptism,” he growls. “And yet these men speak of lupa and lupanar.”
“‘Lupa’ means wolf,” I say, vaguely recalling the popular Roman myths around wolves. “Is ‘lupanar’—”
“‘Brothel.’ It is a play on words, obviously, but a crass one.”
“Ah. Classy,” I say. When Joseph whips his glare to me, I add, “Sarcasm.”
“It is not appropriate for a baptism,” he says.
“That part’s over. This is the party to celebrate it. The baby’s in bed.”
“And so we revel in wine and bawdy tunes?”
I want to tell him that’s exactly right. I want to hand him some of the wine, guzzle it down alongside him, and let us both get giggly at the idiots frolicking around the hall. But I know I can’t. And much as I want Joseph to loosen up, he’s human, with no magic and no way to help me with the plots by Darnley and whatever ties to the Red Caps he’s made…
I can’t say that. The last time I let my guard down, Joseph’s brother…
I sigh, smiling sadly at my friend. But I do grab some wine and press it into his hand.
He takes a sip, reluctantly nodding his approval.
“So as secretary, you logged all the gifts, right?” I ask.
Joseph’s scowl pops right back on his face. “You give me wine, and yet I’m expected to work?”
I punch him in the arm. “Come on,” I say, prodding. We both know that there’s always too much work to ever be truly done with it.
Joseph sighs. “Darnley’s mother sent a package from London.”
“From the Tower of London, you mean,” I grumble. My mind whirrs. Lady Lennox is the baby’s grandmother; a gift is expected. But she is also plotting something nefarious, and using the guise of a present would be an excellent way to sneak something evil through the magical barrier. “What did the old cow send?”
“Cloth and jars of marmalade,” Joseph says.
I frown. Mary’s addicted to marmalade; it would be so easy to sneak a poison in there for her.
“I pulled it aside for your inspection, as well as a few other things.”
“Good man,” I say. He knows that Mary trusts me with security, but not the full truth.
A group of costumed players with long furry tails and horns dances by. The tails are…definitely not real, and at least one of them has the appearance of another crass appendage, much to the scandalized glee of some nearby ladies. The horns are real, although attached by some sort of sticky glue to the people’s foreheads.
My eyes go to the shadows in the corners of the hall.
Finally.
The glaistigs have arrived.
Humans must be truly dense to not be able to tell the difference between these half-drunk costumed players and real fae creatures even with a glamour. The Green Lady herself stalks the crowd, eyes sharp. She’s watching someone in particular, and when she notices me looking at her, she tilts her chin toward the object of her gaze.
Most of the people here are in masks, and the man she stares at is no different, although his mask seems like a last-minute addition, little more than the kind a highwayman would wear. Regardless, it does nothing to hide his shock of bright red hair, vividly fiery even in a room full of Scotsmen.
Samson.
Samson.
How dare he be here? He should be halfway back to London by now, and yet he’s here? There are enough people in the crowd that perhaps he thought to avoid my notice, and he did, at least for a bit. But I can feel every sense in my body zeroing in on him.
He will not escape my notice again.
The Green Lady turns her attention elsewhere, evidently judging Samson, who she can tell is a powerful Leth, is not a clear threat. Or at least not a threat I can’t handle. Personally.
“Alyth?” Joseph asks as I stride away.
I barely hear him. I may have a wee bit of a temper, but I have never been so enraged as this exact moment. I told him to go. I gave him a chance to escape. I should have dragged him by the ear to the border and let the reivers take him across. It’s not my fault he didn’t listen, and now I’m going to—
“Alyth?”
Fecking hell. The only person in this hall with the power to stop me in my tracks right now is the fecking queen of fecking Scotland.
I take a shaky breath in.
Hold it.
And remind myself that the entire royal court is masked and on show here.
A tight smile stretches across my face as I turn, dipping into a curtsy. The queen wasn’t announced, but that’s not unusual. Mary loves a masquerade—she loves any event where she can wear a costume and a mask and pretend to not be herself for a few hours. When she first came back to Scotland, before Darnley, when she still had joy in her life, she’d dress up as a man and go down to the pubs. There’s little chance for such escapes as that now.
“Your Highness,” I say, lowering my head respectfully.
“Is all well?” A look of concern twists her lips. I’ve not told her about Samson, but I did inform her that her husband was to be trusted even less than normal.
“It will be soon enough.” Soon as I slit that Englishman’s throat.
Or…I swallow dryly, thinking of the needle. Perhaps not quite that far.
She flicks her fingers to me, a summons. I step closer, our bodies angling toward the wall. In the center of the room, some men have started a fake siege of the fake castle built of wood in the hall, and while the musical players are attempting to drown out the shouting, it’s all just mindless cacophony bleeding into the edges of my still-burning rage. Through it all, I keep the bulk of my attention on Samson as he weaves idly through the crowd.
“I am hopeful that my…problem will soon be taken care of,” the queen says.
I don’t have time for this. Samson is an actual threat; Darnley is just a pain in the arse. I shake my head, trying to control my temper. That’s not true. Darnley should be my focus. Samson is a pawn. Gods damn both men; I can hardly keep up with who I should hate more.
“I have been considering the future,” Mary continues tentatively, unaware of the furious thoughts in my mind. “I shall need a new king—”
We’re alone enough for me to be true. “God’s own bollocks, Mary, you need no such thing. Scotland wants you. You’re the queen, and you have terrible taste in men.”
Mary’s eyes go wide. “I’ll remind you that I—”
“I’ll remind you that you were tricked once by a pretty face, and you didn’t bother listening to all the others, including me, who warned you Darnley could control glamours. Now you’re stuck with him—”
“For now,” she mutters.
“And you’ve made a right arse out of the entire situation. Meanwhile, everyone else is scrambling behind you to ensure this whole blasted country doesn’t fall apart. Mary, think for one second about the country you’re in charge of instead of the empty place in your bed.”
“I always think of Scotland. I am Scotland.” She tilts her nose in the air, but she is fooling no one, least of all me.
“You’re a lass.” My heart softens a little. “You’re barely older than me, and you’ve been told all your life that a husband will take care of your problems. What man has ever made your life simpler?”
I pause a beat. Mary’s mouth opens, then closes. “But…” Her eyes flick to Bothwell, one of the drunks fighting by the wooden castle.
Great. “He’ll play you like a fiddle, then leave you broken.”
“Do you know that with your…” Mary waggles her fingers.
“I don’t need magic to know that man wants to sleep his way to power,” I snap. “I only need eyes.”
I turn on my heel. Mary grabs my elbow, holding me back. “You are not dismissed,” she says coldly.
I yank my arm free. “The hell I’m not,” I growl. “You can tangle the sheets with whoever you like, but right now?” I scan the crowd and lock eyes with Samson. “Right now, I have an arse to kick.”
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Samson
I’m still not used to seeing magic everywhere. But holy hell, this party’s a fantasy.
I’m gaping like a fool, and I can’t even chastise myself for it. The lights up above, the costumes and decorations all over, they’re enhanced just enough to go from luxurious to otherworldly.
And I know I’m one of the few who can actually see it.
That thought redirects my focus, and I scan the crowd, unease tightening my back. Who else here is…fae? Who put those lights up above that glitter and dart around? Who’s playing that song in the distance that makes me feel just a bit woozy with laughter? There are too many threads of color in the air to follow what magic’s connected to what person, and it adds a rainbow blanket over the whole scene.
But Alyth.
Now she’s right coated in magic threads. Like she just gives them off, pulsates with ’em where she’s storming across the room toward me. Red threads wind around her hands as if I needed any warning that she’s livid with me.
I force a swallow, correcting my posture to be sturdy and unmoved. I knew she’d be here. Knew I’d have to face her wrath and plead my case. The day of galloping on a horse with Darnley’s hunting group gave me time to come up with an argument as to why I should be allowed to stay and keep on living.
She’s just gotta give me a chance to say all of it first. She wouldn’t off me right in the middle of the party, would she? There are fae weapons that could do that, I bet. Kill a man in a crowd, make it look like nothing at all happened.
I shiver but pull a lazy smile across my face.
Alyth’s only a few paces away, dodging drunken revelers like they’re not even there, like we’re the only two people in this whole castle. Her face is set in a calm, terrifying sort of angry, like she’s so far gone into rage, she’s in her own sort of blacked-out state.
She might kill me at this party, but bloody hell, she’ll look stunning doing it.
She’s wearing some kind of silver mask. It glimmers and glows in the fancy magic lighting, makes her big eyes and the curled, pulled-back style of her dark hair even more regal. Her matching gown is every bit as grand as befits this event, holding curves that her usual practical dresses haven’t shown, and my mouth dries at the sight.
The moment she reaches me, I don’t give her a chance to speak or use the red magic that’s gathering ’round her hands. I grab one of those hands, snap my other arm across her waist, and throw us into a sloppy dance.
Whatever’s passing for dancing has deteriorated already, thankfully. Most people are stumbling their way through barely recognizable movements. So Alyth and I twirling about in a jerky, half-arsed sway won’t go noticed.
But her body’s pressed to mine now. And my senses get swarmed over with her scent: wild grass and cool, sweet air.
Lord help me.
Pulling her close might’ve been an error on my part.
“Let go of me,” she snarls and shoves at my chest.
“Not until you hear me out,” I try.
“I told you what would happen if you stayed.” Her eyes lock on mine. “I protect this land, and you are a threat.”
No one can hear us talking softly to each other; we probably look like we’re saying sweet nothings.
For a moment, I imagine we are. That I pulled her close simply so I could whisper in her ear how I want to end the night by seeing what she looks like wearing that mask and nothing else.
Damn.
It was definitely an error to pull her close.
I shift a little space between us so I can breathe and get a good, strong grip on my runaway thoughts.
“I’m no threat, Alyth,” I promise her. “I’m staying, and I want to help you.”
She scoffs, but there’s a look in her eyes like exhaustion.
Does she have anyone helping her?
I spin us in a circle, the colored threads and lights whirling past us; we’re at the center of a star fall.
“I don’t need your help,” she says. I believe her. She doesn’t need anyone.
She doesn’t need anyone the same way I don’t need anyone. The same way I barely keep myself right on the edge of surviving, because who can I actually trust?
“Darnley and my father used me,” I whisper, my chest welling with anger, heat sweeping over me from the crowd and how close she is and all the questions looped around my neck like rope. “There’s a possibility Darnley’s the one who’s got the fae weapon that cursed me, and I’m gonna get it on the chance I can undo that curse. I’m not going anywhere until I’ve got that and answers to what he’s plotting with Cecil, which means I’m going to investigate Mary’s cock of a husband, and I can help you with that.”
She scowls at me but doesn’t speak. And the way we’re dancing now, she’s moving with me, not stiff and pushing to get away.
“I went hunting with the bastard today, did you know that?” I tell her.
“He was hunting?” Alyth shrieks. The music softens it. “When he was supposed to be attending his only son’s baptism?”
I nod. “Got rip-roaring drunk before we’d even come back. I left the prat in the stables, stumbling about with his equally drunk friends.” My eye roll is tight and barely conveys just how strenuous it was to spend a full day with the man, but I’ll gladly do it again and again until I solve this. “I know I can worm my way into his good graces more. I can get information from him, and I can give that information to you.”
She scoffs. “Can you? Because I should trust Cecil’s training?”
“Because I’m alive in spite of Cecil’s involvement in my life,” I tell her. Intensity wells up in me, makes my words come fast and low. “I grew up in London’s slum. I scrounged and scraped, lied and cheated, did all manner of things I’m not proud of, but I’m alive and here because I’m damn capable. Cecil isn’t a fool. He wouldn’t have trusted me with any of the missions he sent me on if I weren’t good at what I do. And I know you’ve been watching me, Alyth. I know you see how I pull on facades, same as you do. You know I’m useful to you.”
She sucks in a breath, but before she can voice more concerns, I press on.
“But I ain’t too proud to admit I’m in over my head with this magic business. I might not know what answers I find when I find ’em. But you can decipher what I get. We need each other, you and I.”
I can see my reasoning settling on her, the way her eyes shift over me, considering.
“What are you seeing?” I hear myself ask. “When you look at me like that.”
Alyth flinches, her concentration breaking. Lovely spots of rose-petal pink stain her cheeks, and the sight topples my focus as the color spreads down her neck, across her collarbone.
Where else does it go?
I snap my gaze up to hers, hoping she didn’t catch me staring, but her eyes are flicking around my head, seeing, seeing.
“Your aura,” she tells me. “I can see your intentions. Whether you’re telling the truth, or at least what you believe to be true.”
“Auras?” My eyes go to the ceiling, seeing the color swirling around the lights. “I think I see that now. Is it over the sky, like an oil slick? And you had some red around your hands when you stormed up to me.”
Alyth’s head cocks as she thinks. “No. That’s—that’s magic. Seeing auras isn’t for every Leth.”
“But seeing magic is?”
She thinks more. “No. A few types of Leth but not all of them.”
“So whatever I am, I can see magic,” I say.
And it’s the first time I’ve accepted that maybe, I am some kind of half fae.
“And you can see auras.” My brain refocuses. “So you can tell I’m honest. You can trust me.”
“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” Alyth says softly.
We’re awful close. Spinning, swaying. And she’s stunning in this dress, with the reflection of those sparkly lights in her eyes.
Christ, stop. No way in hell she’s thinking any thoughts like that about someone she was set on killing until a few minutes ago, someone she might still very well kill.
I tell myself that.
Tell myself to put more space between our bodies.
But my hand stays around her waist, and I revel in the feel of her ribs expanding against my palm on a sharp breath.
Alyth’s jaw is still tense. “How did you not know you’re fae?”
“That’s one of the things I’m gonna find out. If you’ll help me. Please, Alyth.”
I’m hit by a sudden idea. Can’t believe it’s taken me this long to see it.
Maybe I really am fae—but so is Alyth. And she’s powerful, in charge of protecting Scotland somehow.
So she’d know a way out of this curse, wouldn’t she?
“If I get you the item that cursed me,” I whisper, “do you think you can undo it?”
Alyth’s glare tightens. I’m asking for a mighty favor from her, on the back of her still wanting to threaten me, but something like curiosity wins out, and she analyzes me.
“What’s your curse?” she asks. “You said it makes you hurt people?”
I nod quickly, feeling like if I don’t talk fast, she’ll reject me. “Black out sometimes, not sure what I do exactly. But I come to having attacked people, and anyone who sees me do it, they say—” I lick my lips, force a swallow. “They say I’ve lost all reason. Can’t be reached.”
Alyth’s face goes sad. Not quite pity but understanding. “That certainly sounds like the effect of a Red Cap weapon.”
“These fits have been coming on me since childhood, since I came into contact with—something, I don’t even remember what. But I have to hope I’ll know it when I see it. That some part of me will recognize it. If I get it, can you undo the curse? Or is there hope to undo the curse without the weapon, maybe?”
She shrugs, then shakes her head. “It would be far easier to know what type of magic we’re dealing with. To have the weapon itself. But if you did find it—”
A hesitation. I hold my breath, hold my hope.
“Then yes. I could find help for you to undo it. Not me personally, but I do know people who could help.”
A weight lifts, massive, staggering. It’s only because I’m holding on to her that I don’t go sprawling. I clutch her tighter; she’s a lifeline, an anchor in a long, violent storm, and I’m outright clinging to her now.
“Thank you. Thank you, Alyth,” I tell her, putting all my gratitude into those words.
My mind flashes with Hal’s scared eyes in the Clink. A barrage follows, similar fear from dozens of other people throughout my life. No one trusting me once they know what I do. No one staying.
Alyth just goes back to watching me. Searching, searching. Those eyes with the lights reflected are whole galaxies. She can see my gratitude now, I realize, but she still looks a beat away from rejecting all this outright.
“I don’t know what I am,” I whisper. “What type of fae or where I got it from. But no matter what, I’m just Samson. That won’t change. I’m just Samson, and maybe you can be just Alyth with me.”
I’m testing her by calling out her insecurities like this, and it isn’t manipulation like I usually do. No—this is real. This is truth. I’m helpless with her this close to me.
I’ve seen the way she patrols this castle, always set apart, intentionally making herself fade to the background so she can observe. I’ve seen the way she interacts with the other people here, either faking a mask of subservience or lording commands like a queen. There’s distance in her every interaction, and the few times I got a smile out of her, it seemed to truly shock her.
I think she’s just as lonely as I am.
Alyth exhales. I feel the warmth on my neck.
“If we discover anything that confirms you’re a danger to this land,” she tells me, her eyes sharpening, “I will show you no mercy.”
I grin, wide and giddy. She’s still threatening my life, and I can’t be arsed to care. “Yeah, that’s fair. You’ve got all the power in this, you realize? I’m entirely at your mercy already.”
She clocks my smile and rolls her eyes. “Do not make me regret this.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it, Lady Alyth.”
A flat, unamused look. “I already do.”
She starts to pull away, but my arms clamp fast.
“Wait.” Not yet. My heart stutters. I don’t want to lose this moment.
It’s more peaceful than I’ve felt in a long, long time.
Alyth could very well ignore me and get back to her business. But she stays, the two of us barely moving now, listing left and right as the crowd devolves into more drunken nonsense.
She looks at me expectantly.
“A code.” I flounder.
Alyth’s lips purse. “A code?”
“Yeah.” Just some reason to keep her here. “We can communicate in code using different birds and their calls. Partridge is all clear. Robin is danger. Goldfinch is when we’ve got information. Redwing is when you’ve got a plan. We can refer to them or make their calls. I’ll get in with Darnley and let you know I’ve got something that way. Keep it secret.”
Alyth smiles.
Smiles.
It’s small and vanishes nearly as soon as it comes, but I hold the image of it close.
Warmth tingles in my stomach.
“Is this the official spy communication of Elizabeth’s court?” she asks, and I get the feeling she’s laughing at me, but I don’t care. I made her happy for a moment, and that’s a mighty victory.
“Nah. Some folks I lived with in Southwark came up with it.”
Her face smooths out. Something—not amusement. Not anger, though, or offense. Like she’s trying to figure me out still, but she’s slowly giving up or giving in.
She shakes her head. “You’re—”
But I don’t find out what she thinks I am.
Someone taps her on the shoulder. “Lady Alyth?”
And when we both turn, I damn near swallow my tongue.



19
Alyth
The Green Lady looks down at us, an eyebrow arched.
“That’s…” Whatever Samson means to say, his words die on his lips. His eyes are wide as the moon, color draining from his pale cheeks.
“Lady Alyth,” the glaistig says, dipping her head in respect. Then the Green Lady’s gaze slides to Samson. She narrows her eyes. “What manner of half breed is this?”
I bite back the sting of those words. The Green Lady respects my father and my position, but I can never let myself forget that to many fae, I will always be lesser.
“I, er,” Samson says.
“So eloquent,” I say coolly, not letting my endearment for him show in front of the glaistig, who would mark it as a weakness.
“Green. Person?” Samson’s eyes shoot to the Green Lady’s goatlike legs. To all the humans celebrating tonight, she looks like another costumed player. But Samson can see her for what she truly is now that he no longer wears the necklace.
I explain quickly and then add, “The Green Lady is a glaistig. Behave.”
Samson swallows. Hard. He may not entirely understand what a glaistig is, but he can tell from my tone that this is serious.
“We aren’t sure what his heritage is,” I tell the Green Lady.
I feel a pang of sympathy for him. I may not have had my father around to instruct me, but I’ve been surrounded by other Leths who’ve helped guide me, a human grandmother who knew and respected the legends, books and resources, and even some kind fae. It must be disorienting for him, despite his constant show of confidence.
But there are more important matters at hand. I keep my attention pinned on the glaistig. She would never have interrupted me unless it was important. “Was there something else?”
The Green Lady nods once, solemn. “The one you watch for.”
I asked her to tell me when the king consort arrived.
She points to the south end of the hall, but she makes no move to get out of our way. She keeps her gaze on Samson. “I have never seen a kind like him before.”
“That’s me, all special and unique.” Samson tries to make a jest of it, which is incredibly imbecilic. If the Green Lady thinks he’s mocking her…
Her jaw tightens.
I grip Samson’s arm, digging my fingers into his elbow in a way I know hurts. Let him focus on that pain rather than experience worse.
The Green Lady doesn’t even glance at me. “He has more power than he displays.”
I whip my head to Samson, whose eyes somehow go even wider. “I don’t have any power!” he protests, which is patently false. But perhaps he just doesn’t know what type of power he has or how to tap into it.
He’s not an idiot; he’s just ignorant, I remind myself, which is really me saying he’s not lying to me. What would my life have been like if my father had never told me of the power I had or how to use it? The arsehole who sired me didn’t do much, but at least he let me know who and what I am. Perhaps one of Samson’s parents is not truly his biological parent; that lie would have repercussions for Samson to deal with now.
I dip my head low to the Green Lady, who returns the polite gesture before melting back into the crowd. “Come on,” I tell Samson, dragging him toward the corner where the glaistig said Darnley was. “We need to see what the king consort is about. Or would you rather argue with a being who would gleefully water the trees in her forest with your blood?”
“What, literally?” Samson asks, craning his neck around.
“Yes.” I can always tell when someone didn’t take their fairy tales seriously. The legends are not bedtime stories; they are warnings.
“That just doesn’t seem good for the trees, all I’m saying,” Samson says conversationally. “Water is definitely better than blood for growing things.”
“I thought you lived in the city. Do a lot of gardening there?” I snap. “Besides, I assure you that the Green Lady doesn’t care.”
“Just pointing out facts. You do like threatening bodily harm,” Samson says. He smiles down at me as if he doesn’t believe my threats. I think it’s easier for him to bluster now that the Green Lady isn’t towering over him.
I don’t like that.
I don’t like that he thinks she’s scarier than me.
But I do like the easy way we talk, the teasing, the sparkle in his eyes.
His gaze drifts to my lips, his smile softens, and my heart stutters. I turn, striding away and ignoring the deep chuckle that follows at my heels.
“Stay back.” I toss the command over my shoulder, and Samson’s wise enough to at least listen. If Darnley thinks Samson’s on my side, Samson will be useless as my spy. He drops away from me without a word, finding a spot in the corner where he can see most of the hall while still far enough away that no one could guess his meandering eyes linger on me.
It doesn’t take long to find the king consort. He’s drunk, as usual, and loud, as usual, and being a complete and utter arse, as usual. He’s off in a corner behind the wooden mock castle with some of his cronies, several bottles of wine at various stages of being empty nearby. Somehow, the man is still upright.
He’s remarkably not drawing too much attention to himself. Had I not told the Green Lady to tell me of his arrival and to watch him carefully, I doubt she would have even noticed him.
Darnley’s red-rimmed eyes narrow as I approach.
“Oh, here she is, the queen’s lapdog!” Darnley bellows, sweeping his arm toward me. “Come to yap at me?”
I throw up a glamour so that the people around us will suddenly remember they want to go elsewhere in the hall. Human eyes glide off us; human ears hear nothing but loud music and indistinguishable chatter. Darnley’s “friends” are lost in their bottles.
Darnley may not be as drunk as he looks. He narrows his gaze at me, jaw tight. A part of me is relieved that Samson at least can see me and knows where I am, who I’m with.
“What are you smiling about?” Darnley growls.
I hadn’t even realized I was, but now my lips stretch wider, my teeth sharp. A plan forms in my mind—and it all hinges on him losing his temper. Fortunately, it’s easy to poke a bear.
I grin wickedly, all my teeth showing, no light in my eyes. “It must eat you up inside.”
“What?” he snarls.
“You’re not King of Scotland, not really. Just the consort. And you know Mary will never give you the Crown Matrimonial and elevate you to her rank.”
“She will, and—” he starts to protest, but I cut him off.
“And you’re not a powerful Leth either, so you’re forced to obey me. A woman. Who has more power in her little finger that you have in all your pathetic body.” I cluck my tongue at him. “You can’t stand that, can you? The two most powerful people in this country are women who hate you. And there’s nothing you can ever do to even come close to our level. You’ll never have her crown. You’ll never have my magic.” I huff a humorless laugh at his impotent rage.
Darnley lunges toward me, but with a wave of my hand, I create a barrier he cannot cross. His body bounces off it, and he lands on his arse, legs splayed. One of his friends looks up, blearily chuckling at what he thinks is Darnley’s drunken stumble. The mock castle hides most of what we’re doing from anyone who brushes too closely against my distracting glamour.
I look down my nose at Darnley.
“You think you’re better than me?” he growls.
I know I am.
“You called me a dog,” I say idly. “Yet you’re the one on the floor.”
“You’re not a dog, you’re a bi—” he starts, but with another wave of my hand, his lips snap shut.
There are limits to my magic. Leths cannot change the substance of the world, only the appearance. But just as I have persuaded the humans nearby to wander elsewhere and ignore us, I can cast a strong enough glamour on Darnley to make him think he has to shut his mouth.
I bend at the waist, a tendril of hair falling over my shoulder as I glare at him. “You should go to bed now, dog,” I say sweetly.
His mouth works, but he cannot convince his lips to part. If he were a stronger Leth, this would be nothing.
But he’s not.
And that is what enrages him.
He scrambles up, but before he can do anything, I add, “I know that you’re working with the Red Caps.”
He blows air through his nose, and somehow, the sound is sardonic.
“You have no power of your own, so you’re resorting to using Red Cap weapons,” I continue. “It’s a smart plan, so it probably came from your mother, not you. Honestly, how pathetic. You really would be nowhere at all if you didn’t have women better than you in your life. Let her know for me, would you? I do think Lady Lennox is clever. Smuggling in Red Cap weapons, knowing the wall keeps out fae creatures, not their devices…”
I wave my hand, casting aside the silencing spell. Darnley keeps his lips pressed close.
“I just wanted you to know you’ll fail,” I say.
And he…
Smiles.
He does not say a word.
He just smiles at me before he turns and walks away.
And that? That makes ice run down my spine.
As soon as he’s out of sight, I lower the bubble of magic and scan the crowd. Samson has done a decent job of lingering by the wall, as if he doesn’t care about me, although our eyes meet with an electric shock. His aura is laced with forest-green concern…
For me.
I hold my palm to my lips and whisper, “Follow him and make sure he goes to his rooms without causing any trouble.” Magic swirls in my palm, the words trapped in a bubble. I lift my hand and blow gently.
To anyone else, it may look as if I were blowing a kiss. But any Leth—and clearly Samson—can see the magic bubble floating. It pops near him, my words audible only to his ears. His eyes widen in utter shock at the magic I sent his way, but then he listens, growing serious.
He nods.
I’m still not sure if I can trust him, but this is simple. And a good test.
Besides, I’ve riled Darnley up well enough now that he’s surely primed for Samson. Darnley is both proud and stupid, a fantastic combination for someone clever like Samson to coerce information out of his slack-jawed mouth.
Samson turns and leaves the party, following the path Darnley took.
I cross the hall to where the fires burn in the hearth. It’s crowded enough that the hall is warm, and near the fires, it’s almost oppressively hot.
But fire doesn’t bother a brownie.
It’s not Kitty I see lurking in the chimney but one of her friends, one who doesn’t really like to talk. Respecting his wishes, I lean close as if warming my hands and say, “I’ll put out a whole pitcher of cream tonight if you and yours watch both the red-haired Englishman and the king consort and tell me what they do.”
A spark pops in the flames. Message received.
Now to go get some cream.



20
Samson
I rip off the masquerade mask, let it drop to the floor, and trail Darnley out of the hall, certain smoke should be pouring from my nose.
I’ve seen all manner of high-and-mighty purebred bastards in Southwark. Men come to partake of the whorehouses while looking down on everyone within those walls, holding their noses up as superior even though they’re the ones forking over money.
That’s how Darnley looks at Alyth. Like she’s obsolete and he’s two seconds from stabbing her clean through and laughing as she bleeds out.
Ironic, in a way.
Because that’s how I look at him.
“Darnley, sir!” I call out as he takes a staircase.
He flails around and stumbles back so he slams into the wall, making a lit torch near him waver in the gust of air he sends up. Whatever sobriety he managed in being furious at Alyth, his cups are catching back up with him now, and he scowls before he recognizes me.
“Samuel!” He claps my shoulder.
Sure, let’s go with that.
“Y’all right, sir? Saw that tussle with Lady Alyth—”
“Lady.” He spits the word. Actually spits, hacking a glob of saliva onto the stones at our feet. “She’s no more a lady than the rats who scuttle in the stables.”
My jaw clamps. “Is that so?”
He grins at me, and his hand tightens on my shoulder, but I lean into it and don’t wince. “She won’t even see it coming, that’s the best part. Won’t even see”—a hiccup—“none of it coming. She’s not as smart as she thinks she is.”
My body burns hotter. But I force the embers down to a smolder, force myself to stay present, when I want nothing more than to dissolve into a blackout and let myself eviscerate this man. “See what coming, sir?” I lower my voice, though we’re the only ones in this torchlit hall; the party’s still carrying on a few rooms away, music peeling through the stones. “I’m still not sure what I’m doing here. I feel like I’m not being utilized as I—”
Darnley laughs. Bellows a laugh. “Come on, then, Samuel. This party’s dull.”
He traipses up the stairs.
I hesitate, jaw shut so hard, it’s cramping, and follow.
Darnley’s suite is just as opulent as I expected. Gaudy in its garishness, full of silks and fine carpets and bejeweled frames on mirrors and art. A fire roars in the hearth already, and a few wine bottles sit by a stuffed chair that faces the flames.
Darnley kicks off his boots and collapses in that chair. He grabs a full bottle of wine, uncorks it, and takes a few deep swallows before he rests it in his lap and belches loudly.
I shut the door behind me and restrain my nose curl.
There’s no seat for me. Figures, with this prick.
I lean against the fireplace, the heat reminding me to counter my own internal rage. “What would you have me do, sir?” I ask. Again.
Darnley takes another drink. And that drink turns into several chugging swallows. Damn, gotta be half the bottle down his gullet at this point.
“In time,” he says and bats his hand. “You know how it is. Everything must be perfectly arranged. Preci-precisi-precisely laid out. The bitch will only give us one”—another hiccup—“shot.”
I cross my arms over my chest and dig my fingers into my forearms. I can’t tell whether he’s talking about Mary or Alyth. “So I’m just supposed to wait here? For how long?” I let my impatience show intentionally, knowing he’ll think I’m annoyed with them, not him.
“Hungry for it, eh?” His grin is all teeth. “Good. We are too. So”—he takes a drink, realizes the bottle’s empty, and tosses it aside, where it cracks on the stones—“damn hungry.” He leans forward in his chair to point at me, only he’s tipping to the left, his whole body going cockeyed. “Stay the course. You’ll get yours soon. All the pieces are in places. Place. Place.” He touches his lips like he can’t figure out why he’s saying that word over and over before he bats his hand again and drops back against the chair. “Never mind. It’s all laid out.” He yawns. “Your father saw to that.”
My body goes from hot to ice-cold.
“My father?” I suspected this. Knew it. But—
Darnley’s eyes shut, a faint smile on his lips. “Promised…” Yawn, a coarse throat clear. “When they come back…”
His body goes slack, and his snores rip through the room.
I stare at him for a beat longer, but he’s fully passed out.
My father is working with him. Not just in an effort to take Mary’s throne, and he’s working with fae.
What did Cecil tell him I’d get out of this? What does Darnley think I want? And what further role do I have to play in their scheme?
It doesn’t matter though. What Cecil wants, what Darnley wants. All that matters is what I want—me and Alyth.
There aren’t any servants lingering about, so with one last glare at Darnley, I lock the main door and get to work.
If he’s got a stash of fae weapons here, I’ll find ’em.
Cecil told me Mary had them, but he’s known all along it’s Darnley. Why lie? Why do any of this?
I originally thought Cecil was trying to get me killed—and he still might be. But it feels bigger than that. He had me smuggle a fae weapon in, that necklace, and he lied about who was really hoarding them. He knew I’d go after Mary for it, so…is he working with Darnley against Mary? Wanting to unseat her, put Darnley on the throne? But how would my investigating Mary work into that?
Darnley’s desk is all chaos. Blank papers, quills, invitations to parties later on. Nothing of importance.
I dig through a few chests, finding clothes and finery, and I think about pocketing a few of his nicer pieces, but I don’t want to bring trouble down on any of the servants, so I leave them be.
There’s nothing under any of his carpets or behind any of the tapestries on the walls. The fireplace is all set in stone, no loose bits where he might hide anything.
Last to search is his bed. I poke through the blankets, the pillows, even the curtains and the bedposts. Nothing. The mattress is lumpy but fine, and as I run my hands all over it—
Ah, finally.
There’s a small rip in the bottom, about the size of my palm. I narrow my fingers and stick my hand in, feel around in the straw and stuffing, until I brush across something flat and smooth.
I yank it out.
Parchment. A letter, the seal broken.
But when I open it, it’s utter nonsense. Not written in code, but the words themselves don’t congeal, sentences meaningless, letters written strangely. It’s like every time I force my eyes to read a word, they skip-skitter to another line until I’m dizzy with trying to figure it out.
It isn’t just the weirdness that sets me off. The whole letter glows a faint sickly green.
I refold the damn thing, head aching.
Fae magic. Like the weapons. This letter’s been imbued with it, but I don’t feel the rush of any magic seeping into me.
Did Cecil send this, Cecil put magic on it, or did Darnley, to hide it from anyone who finds it? But why keep it at all? What does it say that Darnley still needs?
More questions. Just more bloody questions.
I stuff the letter in my pocket and reset the bed. Everything’s as it was, no evidence of me snooping other than the missing letter, and when I get back to the main room, Darnley’s still passed out.
I’ve half a mind to do something terrible to him in his sleep. Dump his unconscious body naked in the fields outside the castle, see what he does with a bit of winter cold.
Instead, I actually listen to the bastard’s advice.
In time. Stay the course.
At his desk, I grab a piece of parchment and write only Goldfinch. The code for having information. I hope Alyth remembers what I told her, or else she’ll be mighty confused.
I fold it tight and tuck it into the palm of my hand as I make for the door.
Something shifts in the fireplace. Something deep behind the twitching flames and burning logs.
I frown at it and step closer, only to see one of those creatures that were with Alyth last night, the ones that held me to the wall with magic and damn near killed me.
Residual fear washes through me, but I know if the creature wanted me dead or incapacitated, I would be. Which begs the question—
I walk to the fireplace, crouch next to it, and whisper to the flames, “Why haven’t you lot taken care of this business for Alyth?” I cock my head at Darnley’s snoring form.
A beat of nothing passes.
Then one of those creatures slinks out of the fireplace, wholly unbothered by the intensity of the flames. It’s the one Alyth called by name: Kitty.
Kitty smooths her skirt and blinks up at me. “She wants more information from him, Lady Alyth says. We would kill him though. If she let us.”
I study Kitty, and she studies me.
I hold my hand out to her, the letter to Alyth pinched in my fingers. “Could you get this to her? Lady Alyth? And tell her to meet me in the morning at the stables.”
It’s late now, and I know she has more to do than talk with me. We can decipher this in the morning. My plan was to slip the note in her pocket if she was still back down in the party or find her room and wedge it under her door, but this saves me having to hunt her down.
Not that I’d mind finding her.
Seeing her again.
Kitty’s head cocks to one side, then the other, like a dog trying to identify a noise. “For cream?”
“Cream?” My jaw bobbles open and shut. “Sure, I s’pose. I can get ya some cream.”
Kitty nods. “And marmalade?”
What? “I’m not sure if there’s extra marmalade after the party. Maybe?”
Her eyes narrow. “Scones, then. Scones and cream.”
Christ alive, I’m negotiating food compensation for letter delivery with a small, furry magical being.
“Scones and cream,” I agree.
Kitty takes the letter. “Don’t be sad. Lady Alyth didn’t kill you. She likes you.” She grins, all sharp, fangy teeth. “Pretty English boy.”
And she’s gone before I can formulate any response to that beyond wheezing like a fool.
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Alyth
I follow Kitty’s directions to meet Samson at the stables this morning, but for the life of me, I cannot recall what the damned bird means.
Goldfinch.
I should have paid more attention when he told me the code. But he said it all so quickly, in that thick accent of his. It’s a warning or a message or…
Something.
I’ll ask when he arrives at the stables. It’s cold, the sky heavy and dark and threatening snow. The perfect morning to sleep in next to a fire at the castle rather than stand outside on the frost-covered lawn with the scent of dirt and horse manure weaving around my cold breath. I step inside, taking shelter from the icy breeze in an empty stall.
I hear the soft trill of a wren and look around, surprised. There are plenty of cats in the stable; birds dare not use the hay stored in the loft for nests, and not even the rafters are safe from the feline hunters. A moment later, Samson steps inside.
The code, I think. From his smug look, I can see this is a bit of a test. What did a wren whistle signify? I think over what Samson said. Robin was for danger; I remember that one. What was wren? Did he mention it?
“You have a message for me?” I ask.
His eyes crinkle. “That’d be a goldfinch.”
Ah. The letter from Kitty meant he had information for me. But the wren he just whistled means… “All clear?”
“Exactly that.”
I frown. “No, you said…a partridge meant all clear?”
Samson looks affronted. “That was a partridge call!”
“That was definitely a wren,” I say.
He puckers his lips and lets out a soft whistle. “Partridge,” he insists.
“You’re doing it too fast. That sounds nothing like a partridge.”
Samson rolls his eyes.
“We could have argued about birds inside,” I say, glaring at him. “Why did you have me come here?”
“It’s safe,” he says, nodding at someone over my shoulder. I turn around and spot Callum, a Leth. The boy ducks his head respectfully at me, keeping guard for us near the door. And taking the job very seriously, despite the fact that he’s half our age.
“And what’s this about a goldfinch?” I ask Samson. I already burned the page Kitty delivered, but Samson knows what I mean.
He tells me what he found from Darnley, ending by thrusting a letter into my hands.
“I can’t read this,” I say. The words swirl about the parchment; as soon as I focus on a letter, it transforms into a different one. This is…complicated. Beyond a glamour. Could it have been made with a Red Cap tool? Just because everything I’ve intercepted so far has been a weapon doesn’t mean it’s not possible for them to make something else. Or it could be old magic, like the comb and mirror I have.
“See?” Samson says. “It’s fae!”
He’s all proud to have spotted the obvious, but I’m caught on the idea that for the first time, both of us have someone to confide in, someone to help the other.
Then he frowns. “But you can break the spell on it, right? Make it so the words stand still.”
I shake my head. “I don’t have that sort of magic.”
His shoulders slump.
Enchantments like this can be broken by someone who can see and pull on the threads of magic. I squint at Samson, looking at his aura—purple and orange and yellow. He’s so sincere; I’m certain he’s not tricking me.
At least not with the letter.
But the fae are notorious manipulators. A full-blooded fae cannot outright lie, but they know how to say just enough to dance around the truth or trick someone into believing something they don’t explicitly state.
“I can’t break the spell on this letter, but I know someone who can,” I add, holding my finger up to stop Samson from saying anything. “Before I take the letter to her…”
Samson’s face falls. “You don’t trust me, do you?”
I cringe. “It’s only…” What if Darnley is using Samson to lure me out? Samson may not know how rare this sort of magic on writing is and how only a handful of people have the knowledge to break such a spell, but Darnley might know, might be laying a trap for me…
Samson shakes his head. “No, I understand. Magic, royalty, murder. Big stuff. You’ve got to be certain.”
“A full-blooded fae cannot tell a lie, but with human blood, Leths have a little more flexibility.”
Samson ducks his head, then looks up and meets my eyes. “How can I prove myself to you?”
Ach, I’m mucking this all up. I don’t mean that I can’t trust him…just that this game is too dangerous to let my heart blind me. But I can tell from his aura that he won’t be swayed from this line of thought; he needs to prove himself to me. “Would you mind if I bind you to your word?”
“What would that mean?”
“Swear to me that you mean me no harm, know of no trap, and will protect me if Darnley or one of his ilk attack.”
I expect him to push back. This is too open of a contract, and I’ve offered him nothing in return. Instead, he says immediately, “I swear it.”
I’m stunned at him, the ease with which he tosses around oaths. “No,” I say. “You have to say the words entirely.”
“I swear that I mean you no harm, know of no trap, and will protect you.”
He’s made it even more open-ended, but I take the vow, wrapping magic around it as he speaks. It’s crude, but it works.
It pangs my heart a bit, to take advantage of him like this. But it will also protect both me and my country. I’ll warn him to make better deals later.
“Scotland’s magic is tied to the natural world,” I say. “If you break this oath—”
“Scotland will eat me whole?” He’s smiling, far too easy with this.
“Yes,” I say.
“What, really?”
I shrug. “I’ve never actually seen anyone foolish enough to break a sworn promise, but I reckon that’s a reasonable assumption of what might happen.” I look down at the bespelled parchment. “Anyway, I know someone who can help with this.” I pause, staring up at him. “Also,” I add gently, “she will likely also know about breaking whatever Red Cap weapon cursed you once we find it.”
He sucks in a breath, jaw tightening, the only indication of how much this means to him. Samson has such an expressive face—charming and handsome with a witty smile—but I realize that is also a mask. I hide in the shadows, and he glimmers in the sun, but it is rare for both of us to show our true faces.
On impulse, I step forward, cupping his cheek. I don’t want to give him hope, but I can’t bear the idea of my contact not being able to help him. Red Cap magic is so foul; for Samson to have spent almost his entire life under one of their curses is unbearable.
For a brief moment, he leans into my touch, his eyes fluttering closed. I can feel it him—that tension and fear that there might not be a cure. I don’t need to say it.
“Let’s go now,” I say softly.
He nods, opening his eyes, but rather than move, he drops his gaze to my lips. I feel a blush washing over my cheeks.
“We’ll have to ride,” I say, taking a step back and hoping to distract us both from the way he looks at me now. “Walking would take too long.”
“Good thing we’re already at the stables.” Samson raises his hand to Callum, who calls the other boys to ready two horses for us.
I ride astride, and I catch Samson watching me mount. Perhaps the English ladies are more used to the sidesaddle than I am. I at least have on an extra pair of woolen leggings. I pull my hood tight over my shoulders.
“Ready?” I ask.
Samson definitely doesn’t look as if he’s thrilled about the prospect of riding horseback again, but he just nods.
We don’t talk until we’re past the castle gates, and I take the lead, heading west, toward the village of Kippen.
“So where’re we heading, exactly?’” Samson starts in a voice that tells me he’s been working up the courage to ask. “And what might I expect there?”
“A bog,” I say breezily.
Samson kicks his horse to get a bit closer to mine. “I’m sorry, did you say you were taking me to a bog?”
“Mm,” I say.
“A bog.”
“Peat, marshy soil, lots of heather, bad drainage? Yes, a bog.”
Samson levels me with a flat look. “Why are you taking me to a bog?”
“To talk to a witch,” I say. “Obviously.”
“A bog witch?” Samson asks.
“She’s just a regular witch,” I say, “who happens to live near the bog.”
“Oh, of course,” he says with a falsely haughty tone. “What was I thinking?” He pauses. “You’re an important person in the fae world, yeah?”
The political hierarchy of the part-fae humans hidden in the shadows seems perhaps too much information to throw at the lad, so I just make a noise of assent in the back of my throat.
“Can’t you just summon this witch who happens to live near a bog to the castle?”
I snort. “No.”
He looks as if he wants to press me on that but then just mutters, “Witches don’t do house calls, got it.”
The road west is easy and well traveled, one I know well. If I veered south, it’d take me to my family’s estate at Mugdock Castle. Continue on, I’d reach Glasgow. We don’t have far to go, so I keep our horses at a moderate pace.
“About this witch,” Samson starts.
I eye him. “Makes you nervous, does she?”
“No,” he says immediately. But then he adds, “Why? Should I be nervous?”
“Of course you should. She’s a witch, Samson.”
His face blanches. “She’s not gonna to turn me into a newt, is she?”
I shrug.
Samson yanks on the reins, his horse snorting in protest. “Alyth.”
I laugh at him, which lights up his eyes. “She’s a good sort of a witch.”
“So she won’t turn me into a newt.”
“I never said that. Just be respectful. Mind what you say, how you say it.”
“I’m not just out here blithering, you know,” Samson grumbles.
I arch an eyebrow at him. “Might I remind you of how close the Green Lady came to killing you?”
“She did not,” Samson protests. “She found me a delight.”
“She found you annoying, and glaistigs tend to cut out the entrails of anyone they find annoying.”
“I’m assuming that’s after she waters the trees with my blood?” he says casually.
“Naturally.”
Samson makes a harrumphing sound in the back of his throat. “None of the fairy tales I’ve read have prepared me for how viciously bloodthirsty you lot are.”
I snort. “You’ve been reading the wrong fairy tales. Besides,” I add, “you’ve not even been north yet. If you think this area is wild, wait until you go to the Highlands.”
Why did I say that? I’ll not be taking him into the Highlands. He’s English; he can’t wait to have his curse lifted and then leave this tangled Scottish mess, no?
But he’s got an easy smile plastered on his face, like we’re planning a holiday together.
Nearby, a flash of red catches my eye. A robin. Danger.
The road takes us right through Kippen, and I buy some apples and cheese from a housewife. Our horses stroll through the little town, and then I lead us north.
The land here is flat, with icy puddles scattered around clumps of cotton grass. The red spiky leaves of the plant look dead now in winter, but in spring, they’ll change to green with tufts of fluffy white flowers. Bog cotton, my grandmother called it, and she told me stories of hares who left their tails in the grass.
The plants are also a sure sign we need to get off the horses.
I dismount and show Samson how to hobble his horse with rope. Lights glimmer in the shadows, but Samson doesn’t notice them.
Yet.
“So where’s your witch?” Samson asks. “Do we need to…summon her somehow?”
I snort. “She’ll be along.”
He looks surprised. “She knows we’re coming?”
“She’ll know now that we’re here.”
“And when will she—”
I shake my head. He still doesn’t understand. “She’ll arrive when she’s ready.” She’s not fae, but she is enough like the Seelie Court to not consider anything urgent unless she deems it so. “We may as well settle in.”
“Yes. Let’s ‘settle in.’ In a bog.” Samson scowls at the landscape.
Since we have no idea how long this will take, I unsaddle the horses. Samson attempts to help. I use the saddle blankets as a buffer against the cold, damp ground and sit on them. Samson plops down beside me.
“It’s not so bad,” I say, bumping against his arm. Sure, we’re in a bog, but it’s better than being at court with Darnley.
“’Spose not.”
I try to think of something that will make him laugh, but nothing comes to mind. The wind blows, whistling coldly, and I huddle a little closer to him.
This all reminds me of the first night I met him. Of sleeping on the moor, the deer in the mist.
My nightmare. The needle. The man who died.
The bean-nighe, prophesying more deaths to come.
“You should know…” I start, glancing at him. “What…I’m up against.” I almost said “we,” as if we were a team. But in the end, this is my battle, isn’t it? Mine and mine alone. I protect the wall, for the Leth and the fae and even the humans who don’t know I do it.
“What you’re up against? Witches?” Samson asks. “Giant green ladies with goat legs who want to murder me?”
“No, they’re on my side.” I half smile, but it fades so quickly that Samson notices. “The Red Caps.”
Samson tugs at his hat—dark brown, like his doublet. “You’ve told me enough. They’re making these damned weapons, and—”
“It’s more than that.” My words make him stop. I take a deep breath, watching glimmers of faint light dancing farther in the bog, floating over the dark peat-filled marsh, only visible thanks to the dim gray sky, all sunlight choked out with heavy clouds.
“The Red Caps don’t just love violence. They cannot live without it. As long as there is bloodshed to renew their power, they are as good as immortal.”
Samson watches me, his eyes liquid with intensity.
I reach for his hand, tilting it to expose the bare wrist between his sleeve and the end of his glove. I trace my finger over the blue-purple vein beneath his pale skin. “You have magic you were born with, as do I, as do all Leths.” I glance up at him, but his gaze is so fiery that I drop my eyes back to his hand. I’m unsure now what to do with it, so I still hold it. My own gloves are thin enough that I can feel the pulse thrumming through his veins, the vibrancy and life. “Magic is in your blood.”
“And that’s the type of magic Red Caps feed on?” His voice is low, a dangerous tone threaded through it.
“Not exactly,” I say. “Red Caps feed on any violence. My powers are tied to Scotland. I gain more magic when I’m in a place like this, wild and free. Some Leths are more powerful in specific areas, like a loch. Others gain strength in certain actions—they can weave magic with threads, for example, but they need that conduit. It varies, depending on the lineage.”
I let go of his hand, but Samson doesn’t put any additional space between us. I can tell he’s thinking, trying to figure out what the source of his power is. The Green Lady said he had a lot of magic within him; I wonder what fae ancestor gave him power and how it will be implemented.
But he also needs to know the threat. “Our world is a mirror of the other world, the world of the fae. Not an exact copy, but violence here means violence there. Peace here, peace there.”
Samson frowns, clearly not really understanding.
Tell him about the High Blade.
The thought comes unbidden to my mind. If I want him to know the threat of the Red Caps, I need to make sure he understands the danger of the High Blade, their leader.
But what’s real and what’s legend? We don’t even know if the High Blade is still alive.
I clear my throat. “As an example,” I say, choosing my words carefully, “when Emperor Hadrian brought the Roman army to fight here, before Scotland even was Scotland, the High Blade was one of the closest advisers to the fae queen. But the High Blade wanted to take the Seelie Court and therefore betrayed the queen.”
Samson leans forward, paying such focused attention to everything I’m saying that I grow a little flustered. I look out at the bog, not at him, as I tell him about the way the Seelie Court banished the Red Caps and erected the wall I maintain to ensure they can never get back into Scotland and thereby into the fae realm through one of the portals here.
“Since then,” I say, “the Seelie Court has been…well, a bit of a mess. There are lots of lesser nobility, princes and the like, who work together, but…”
“Bit of a mess,” Samson repeats in a low voice.
I nod. “But look at the Scottish court. Mary’s baby, James? Sixth of his name. Ever since the first one, the kings have all ascended to the throne as children. Scotland’s been held together by a series of regents and councils for generations. Mary inherited the crown before she was a week old. If I can keep her alive long enough for her son not to be plunked down on the throne before he can even walk, that’ll be a success.”
His eyes widen slightly. “So…is the Scottish court in this constant state of turmoil because the Seelie Court doesn’t have a steady monarch, or is it the other way ’round? Because the Seelie Court doesn’t have a queen, the Scottish court is in shambles?”
I shrug. Impossible at this point to tell. The Scottish and the Seelie courts are so closely reflected that the only thing to do now is protect them both. “That is what the wall is for,” I say softly. “It’s not just keeping the Red Caps from having access to the Seelie Court. Their violence is reflected in our world.”
“Their war is our war.”
Our war. Ours. He barely knows me, but he sees the stakes. He sees what this means.
And he is willing to stand beside me to fight back the tide of blood.
I let out a shaking breath. No. He just doesn’t understand the threat. If he did, he would not be so casual about it all.
He would leave me and go back to his safe England.
I’m watching him, so I see as his eyes shift focus away from me, widening. “Alyth,” he breathes, his hand reaching unconsciously for mine. He points into the bog where a light flickers, closer than any of the others.
He releases my hand and stands. His fingers curl around the hilt of the dagger in his belt.
I scramble up and push him away from the weapon. “It’s fine.”
Took him long enough to notice. Stepping forward, I beckon for him to follow me. He hesitates, but I hear his feet crunch over ice as he creeps forward.
“You have to be careful,” I warn.
“That…thing, whatever it is, it’ll bite me or something?”
I laugh. “No, you have to be careful of the bog. What looks like flat ground might not be solid.” One wrong step, and he could fall into the peat over his head.
At the edge of a particularly dangerous bit of ground—exactly where the flickering glow led us—I hold out my hand in front of me. In a few moments, light glows in my palm. I curve my fingers around it, gently pulling it closer.
“A will-o’-the-wisp,” I say.
Samson peers down closer. The tiny fae—fire made incarnate—pulses and glows, rising between us. The will-o’-the-wisp is so bright that it hurts my eyes to stare at it, but I do anyway.
Within the flames, there’s a little creature. Human…ish. Like Kitty. Two arms, two legs, a slender torso topped by a round head, its body hovering inside the fire as if it were floating. It spins about, tiny sparks flickering like stardust.
“It’s showing off for you,” I grumble.
Samson, however, is charmed. “Hello,” he says.
“Will-o’-the-wisps don’t speak like that,” I say, but this one must at least know it’s being admired; it does a little twirl in the fire for Samson, who laughs in delight.
Suddenly, the glow disappears.
“What happened?” Samson gasps. “Did I hurt it?”
“No,” I say, amused. As if he could hurt a will-o’-the-wisp. He could sooner hurt the sun.
I point up the path, where a faint light dances. “Will-o’-the-wisps lead us where we need to go.”
In a burst of energy, Samson races forward, barely missing a dangerous spot of marshland.
“Be careful!” I shout.
“You said they’ll lead us. Maybe this one’ll take us to the witch!”
I shake my head, heading after them both—but taking better care with my feet.
“She’s fast,” Samson gasps.
“The really wild fae don’t bother with gender.” We dodge around a large, mostly frozen puddle. Gender is a human thing, and faulty labels at that.
Wills-o’-the-wisp love the chase. This one only bothered to stay still with me because we were stopped. Now that Samson’s racing after one, it’ll just play with him until he wears himself out or falls into the bog, whichever comes first.
Samson calls to me to hurry up—“I damn near had her this time, the dodgy girl!”—and I can’t help but smile.
He stumbles, dropping to his knees and smearing mud on his clothing. He doesn’t seem to mind, but he does pause and reevaluate the situation. He catches my grin and matches it. “This is why you do it, isn’t it?” he asks as the will-o’-the-wisp dances out of reach, trying to entice him to come closer again. “All that guardianship, worry, and care you do, the formalities and the service in the shadows. You don’t care about prestige. You do it for the wild creatures like this one, don’t you?”
I nod, a lump in my throat blocking speech. I swallow hard. “Creatures like this, they’re not good or bad. They’re wild. They drift between the worlds, and they deserve to be protected from fae and man alike.”
They deserve to be appreciated and loved just for existing. And if no one else will do it, I will.
I was wrong before. I told Samson of Red Caps so he would know what I was fighting against.
But all I had to do was show him what I was fighting for instead.
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Samson
The wisp shimmies in flares of brilliant light from plant to spindly plant, and I follow it with my head tipped, unable to staunch my wonder.
It’s a pretty little fairy light, dancing happily through the bog, and we’re just trotting after it, hoping for—
Alyth’s fingers dig into my shoulder. “You div! The wisp almost took you into the peat. Don’t you see?”
I stagger, only losing my balance in her grip, but my sudden rocking—or maybe Alyth’s calling out the game—makes the will-o’-the-wisp let loose a tinkling bell noise, maybe a giggle.
My knees hit the ground, and a hair in front of me, so close that the earth gives under my legs, I see now why the grass is flattened. This area’s different, peat, like Alyth said. If I’d walked across it, I’d have dropped into the muddy trap, easy.
I look up at the wisp, where it hovers a few paces ahead, and give a bemused grin. Tricky girl.
I regain my feet and turn to Alyth. “Aw, you do care.”
She scowls. “Just don’t want your death on my conscience.”
“I thought the wisp was meant to show us to the witch, not lead us to our doom.”
“Why can’t it do both? If it can trick you on its mission, it will.” Alyth steps around me, taking the lead in following the wisp now, which we should’ve done at the start, only I was so besotted by the little fairy light I couldn’t help myself.
“Are most fae creatures bloodthirsty?” The connection settles uneasily in my gut. “Are most of ’em like Red Caps, then?”
Alyth whips a horrified look back at me. “The will-o’-the-wisp is not a Red Cap,” she says in disgust, but she stops with a heavy sigh and scrubs her hands over her face.
“I’m sorry,” I try. “I didn’t mean to offend.”
She shakes her head once. “Don’t apologize. You don’t know, and it’s hard for me to wrap my head around—that you’re part of this world but know nothing of it. Magic is not bound by human time and logic. Even creatures like the will-o’-the-wisp. It isn’t trying to get us to go into the bog out of malice.”
We walk on. The wisp bounces ahead but comes to stop over a small creek.
“Alyth—”
“It was more…playing a game,” she continues, trailing the wisp without pause, and I follow, my eyes pinging from the creek to the wisp to Alyth. “The way a puppy might get carried away and nip at you. It’s not doing it to hurt, and a fae creature like this doesn’t have a concept of intentionally harming you. They just don’t always remember that humans are mortal—”
“Alyth.”
She looks back at me again but keeps walking, making to step over the narrow creek with her focus twisted to me.
“The wisp stopped moving,” I point out, brow furrowing.
Something’s…off. About the creek, about the wisp being stationary. There’s no sign of more peat in this area, but that doesn’t mean something isn’t wrong.
Not wrong. Nothing feels wrong.
Just different.
Alyth leans forward, continuing the path into the bog—
Only in a flash, a push and then pull of ether rippling, she’s gone.
I pride myself on thinking, then reacting. On planning, then doing.
But in that moment, I’m all reaction, and her warnings of the wisps and bloodthirsty fae go right out of my head. I lurch forward, panic burning hot in my veins, hands extended, throat scraping on her shouted name: “Alyth—”
A gust of wind billows around me, tugging at my clothes like crooked fingers.
All that passes is a blink. A single snatched moment, and the world changes.
The bog’s gone. The chilly winter air, the desolate, wild landscape. It’s gone.
Alyth’s in front of me again, but she’s standing in a…market?
I’m so relieved to see her that it gushes up through me, but it goes to a static pause as I see again where she’s standing. Where we’re standing.
My brain’s scrambling so hard to catch up that I only gawk, hands splayed in the motion of reaching for Alyth, all my body gone to rigid iron save for my eyes, which dart back and forth, up and down, seeing, not believing.
Stalls line a dirt path that twists ahead, and part of me might think I landed somewhere in London if not for that off feeling that permeates the air here. The stalls, the road, hell, even the sky above all have a slight twist of different to them, that same itching sensation as before, that something’s just a little too tilted to be right.
The fabrics of the stalls are all vibrant shades that make my eyes ache to look at, magenta and gold and night-sky onyx, with wares that seem ordinary at first. Pots and vases, jewelry and clothes, but—they glow. They glow the way those Red Cap weapons do, and that’s what’s so off with this place:
Everything’s glowing.
The stalls, the road. The sky’s a vivid, stunning blend of blue and purple and pink, locked in a swirling sunset smeared across the heavens. The wares, the people—
Not all people.
Some are human—enough. But others are short little things that scurry around, shouting out words I don’t understand, looking mostly like animals, only they walk on two legs, like Kitty. And they’re dressed in clothes, carrying bags and tools; one throws its head back in a boisterous laugh. They’re all shapes and sizes and colors, and soft glows of magic emanate out of some, palest orange and faint eggshell blue.
The air smells of the best baked goods, sweetness and flour and cream, and I stand here in the mix of it all, my jaw dropped.
Did I die?
This is the afterlife somehow. The wisp led me into peat, and I suffocated, and now—
Alyth puts her hands on my face, making me look at her.
I snatch her arms and pat all down her sides, looking for wounds, looking for—I don’t even know. She’s here and she’s solid, and I don’t know what in the blazes is happening.
“You’re all right?” I ask. “The wisp didn’t hurt you?”
She smiles. It settles me, because if she’s smiling, things really are all right.
“I’m fine,” she says. Her brows pinch together, but her smile stays, giving her a look of cautious wonder. “Are you?”
“Am I—” My mind races. We’re all right. Alyth’s all right. The wisp was leading us—
“The witch?” I look around again, but I don’t see anyone who looks much like a witch. There are just sellers and buyers. The stall nearest us is hawking bottles of what looks like wine, pouring out a stream of deep maroon liquid for a customer.
The liquid sparks, pops, and fizzes like lightning, and I gape again.
“No,” Alyth says, and it takes me a beat to remember what I even asked.
I blink at her. “The wisp didn’t lead us to the witch?”
She shakes her head. “Not yet, it would appear. I assumed that was who it was leading us to, but now—” Her wonder slips away, always so short-lived, and I hate that I didn’t revel in it. Didn’t do my best to extend it and instead just brought her right back to this massive weight she carries.
“Where are we, then?” I ask.
Alyth says, as though it should be obvious, “The goblin market.”
“Ah.” I blink. “Of course. How did I not recognize it?”
She gives me a sardonic look. “The fae realm. Not the Seelie Court, but a place within its rule. I’m not sure why the wisp led us here, but it would have had good reason to. Someone sent it to find us.”
We’re still standing awful close. I dropped my touch from her, which was a dumb move on my part; why would I ever stop holding her if she lets me? I take her hand now, needing that contact still.
“Why would someone here want to find us?”
Alyth shrugs, her grip tightening on my fingers. I wonder if she knows she’s doing it. I wonder if it helps her. “Probably one of my father’s servants wanting to deliver a message.”
My brows flick up. “Your father’s in this realm?”
Her eyes jump to mine. She hesitates, then says in a small, soft voice, “He’s a member of the Seelie Court.”
There’s hesitation in her words, like she’s waiting for my reaction to blow up. What’s she thinking? That I—
Oh. If her father’s a member of the Seelie Court, then she’s likely got some nobility too. I think back on all she’s said about her duty in Scotland and her position over the other Leths, and I realize that she’s likely got rank in the fae realm.
Just when I think I’ve got her figured out, just when I think I have a handle on bracing myself to absorb her impact, a new facet of Alyth Graham reveals itself, and I’m knocked even more off-kilter. Everything I find out about her keeps putting her so far above me, and here I thought we were starting to be similar.
But we are. We can be, because she’s not expecting me to bow and scrape and hold her up on a pedestal. In fact, she looks damn terrified of that result, like she’s waiting for me to realize our distance and let it wedge between us.
So I smile, cockeyed and easy. “You know my father’s the same in England. So when yours neglected you, it was for a fancy court too? We really are cut from the same cloth, Alyth.”
I’m so far below her, so desperately unworthy of her.
And yet.
Her eyes shift over my face for a long beat. It makes heat pool low in my belly, makes me want to kiss that grin right off her face, and I twist our hands together where she’s still letting me hold her, threading our fingers alongside each other.
“Yours is still worse,” she says, eyes sparking.
“Ah, I know, being English and all.”
“Well, I meant trading in Red Cap weapons, but yes, that too.”
My grin is so wide, it hurts. I want her to keep teasing me, because if she’s teasing me, then she’s not thinking about any of the stresses in her life.
But she sighs and rubs a hand over her face, settling in with focus. “My father’s messenger is here somewhere. He usually frequents a booth across the square. Follow me, and do not eat anything. You could get trapped here for just eating a berry. And don’t speak to anyone—you’re far too eager to swear your life away.”
She’s serious again, all business, but I can’t help it. “Pretty sure you liked me swearing my life to you.”
Her eyes roll. But she blushes.
Without another word, she sets off into the market, dragging me by the hand.
We pass more stalls, and I’m glad Alyth’s taking the lead and keeping us moving, because I’d just stand and stare until I turned to dust. Each display of goods is more enticing than the last, especially once we get to a section of all fruits and vegetables. Piles of fresh apples gleam with a faint red glow, and my mouth waters immediately. I’m glad Alyth warned of not eating anything; the temptation’s overwhelming to snatch one of the apples that look so juicy, so ripe, so…powerful.
The apples look powerful? No—they’d make me powerful. Somehow. I don’t know how I know, but it’s as solid as the ground beneath my feet: that apple would give me power.
Alyth drags me away, and I hurry along with her, shaking the funny feeling out of my head.
In its place comes unease.
Everything here feels like those items I used to collect for Cecil. Red Cap weapons, I know now; but they were enticing like this is, enticing when they had no business being such, because they were so deadly. And all with that soft scratch at the back of my mind, the wrongness of it.
So is everything here deadly too?
My awareness flares up, eyes narrowing in alertness, sweeping over the items around us, the people with renewed intensity. But Alyth pushes on, familiarity in her gait; she knows this place. She must know of its threats, then.
We reach a wide-open area, a market square. The road has turned to cobblestones, and the expanse is cleared for twisting, twirling couples all throwing themselves into a dance.
Music plays from—somewhere.
Everywhere.
It’s all over suddenly, a tune that resonates in the tips of my fingers and the edges of my teeth, where they clamp tight, trying to stave off more of that weirdness, and in a flash, panic floods my limbs, has my eyes flying wide.
Is the music magic? I’m used to items, things I know not to touch—but how do you avoid sound?
Alyth stops when I do, looking back at me with confusion.
I see the music hit her. See the chords and rises reach her mind, the way her pupils dilate.
And all my panic finds a target.
I drop my grip on her and thrust my hands over her ears, blocking the music from her in a flurry of instinct. But I have nothing to protect my own ears, and I can feel the melody creeping into my head, sliding up over my mind and…and…infecting me is all I can think. It’s in me, this heavy beat, drums and flutes, maybe—I can’t place them. Just when I think I recognize an instrument, it changes, keeps me playing guessing games in a chase like the wisp through the bog.
“Alyth,” I gasp, clamping my hands tight to her head, hoping I can at least protect her. Let her be all right.
All the panic, the oddities, the off-balance wrongness—it grabs me by the throat, and I choke as my vision prickles.
Don’t black out. Don’t—
She touches my wrists. “Samson, it’s all right. The music won’t hurt us.”
Her words take a beat to process.
“It won’t?” I clarify.
She gently lowers my hands from the sides of her head and nods toward the square. “Look.”
There’s a couple not far, tangled up in each other, mouths locked and hands roaming, both looking mostly human save for pointed ears and the shared purple glow pulsating off their skin. One of them, a woman in an opulent gown made of sunflowers, lifts the smaller woman so her legs knot around the lifter’s hips. Their kiss intensifies and sends a sharp bolt of jealousy arching through me.
I could lift Alyth like that. I could hold her against me.
The thought charges into my head, dragging with it an army of wants: I want to sweep Alyth into a dance. I want to hold her close like we were in Mary’s palace, only I need her closer. I need her forming to my body the way these fae dancers are molding to each other, letting the beat move them in a sinuous sway.
I need her against me, a need so potent that it terrifies me, and she must see the worry in my eyes.
Her gaze sparkles. “The music just lowers your inhibitions.”
“That’s—” I swallow. “That’s it? It isn’t dangerous? It won’t hurt you?”
She smiles again. “You aren’t worried about it hurting you?”
I blink. And it must be the music. Must be why my tongue loosens and I say, “No. Not at all. You’re all that matters.”
Her smile dims but doesn’t vanish. She studies me and I let her, all open.
After a long beat, the music building in me, building and building until I might burst, she whispers, “It’s safe.”
That’s all I need. Some unspoken permission, just one word: safe.
Then she’s in my arms again, and I sigh so mightily, I’d be embarrassed if not for the music dragging me sweetly along.
Alyth laughs. “Fae music can be a bit strong the first time. Don’t worry. There are no lasting effects.”
“Mm.” I don’t care. Not about anything now. She said it’s safe, she said it won’t hurt her, so I’m letting the magic take me, not strong enough to resist.
I’m holding her again, her warm body pressed to mine, one arm around her waist and the other pushing up the back of her neck, fingers tangling in her hair.
Her breath catches. The grate of it in her lungs, the hiss of it on her tongue…I want to chase it.
Some sense knocks back into me, and instead of kissing her, I press my face into the curve of her shoulder. “Alyth. I don’t know what’s—just, I need a moment, all right? Then we can—”
I’m babbling. I don’t babble. But I keep laying words like that into the soft, warm skin on the side of her neck, apologizing and begging, because I’m not worthy of this. Doesn’t she know? And she’s letting me. She’s letting me hold her.
And I think—she’s moving with me. We’re dancing in a way, not unlike how we were in Mary’s castle, only…no, it’s very unlike how we were in Mary’s castle. There, I was half certain Alyth would run off at any moment. Now? She’s holding me too. She’s stroking her fingers through my hair and rocking her hips at the prodding of my hand on her lower back, and I curse every layer of our winter clothes keeping me from feeling her curves.
I want to rip each bit of cloth off her with my teeth.
Want to drag those teeth down her shoulder, across her chest, nipping at her stomach, at her hip, at her—
I whimper, and Christ, it’s pathetic. I don’t know what’s happening to me.
“It’s all right, Samson,” she whispers, something in her tone pitching low, matching the drop of the music, both things combining to wreak havoc on my willpower. She sounds strung out too. Her grip tightens in my hair, and I mewl into the hollow of her throat.
“It’s all right,” she says again, and she’s dancing, leading us in the gentle movement this music demands. She’s leading us, and when she says it again, “It’s all right,” I don’t think she’s talking to me. She’s saying it to herself.
I nod against her, hands roaming up her back, shoving her cloak aside so I can touch at least her gown, feel a little less of a barrier between us. Her shoulder blades are sharp as cliffs, and I dig my fingers in until she hisses; then I memorize the knobs of her spine, letting each one prick me like thorns.
It’s the song. It’s drugging me, freeing me, something. This isn’t me. This isn’t me.
But it is. It’s what I want, what I’ve wanted from the first moment I saw her in that border town, and I cling to her tighter, my breathing turning to ragged, desperate pants.
She’s breathing harder too until she peels my face out of her neck.
I think she’s meaning to push me away, and I go willingly, ever at her disposal.
Only she holds my face just back from hers. Enough distance for us to see each other, her dark eyes shining so very, very bright.
“Alyth,” I say, and it’s a plea, a question; I might as well drop to my knees at her feet. It’s what she deserves, someone bowing to her, someone at her command.
Her expression grows serious. Studious. Ever thinking, this girl, ever turning over the situation, and before I can catch up with her, she’s lifting onto her toes, using her grip on my hair to angle my face down, and kissing me.
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Alyth
Samson is full of wonder at the goblin market, and rightly so—its whole design is to provoke amazement.
But it’s his caress that fills my heart with such utter awe that my entire body freezes, unable to process just how glorious it is, to feel his lips on mine, his tongue against mine as he deepens the kiss. His hands grip me as if I’m the only thing keeping him from drowning, but does he know that it’s his tight embrace that is the only thing keeping me from melting into the cobblestones?
My every sense sparks to life at his touch. His hands rove up my back, sending liquid warmth along my spine. His mouth shifts to my jaw, my neck, my ear, and every urgent nip and hot breath on my skin becomes a pinpoint of pleasure that borders on pain, the need so great, the desire burning inside me.
Dancing to fae music lowers inhibitions, yes, but this is not that.
This is coming from within, right at my very core, a need I have never known to be so strong before. Not just for a connection but for his connection. I have danced to fae music many times, but never have I danced like this, like our clothing is a curse, like the only way to satiate the rising need inside me is for there to be nothing at all between us and no one else around us.
I groan, and his body tenses, his hold tightening against me. Breathless, I dare to pull back and look into his eyes, and I see that exact same desire in his dark gaze. I lift my hands, trailing my finger up his back, behind his neck, through his hair, and his lids drop, his mouth parting, a shuddering sigh drifting down.
“Alyth—” he starts, and already my eyes are darting around, looking for somewhere we can go, somewhere to be alone, anywhere but here—
Alyth, the wind whispers.
Damn it all.
Samson sees my immediate shift, taking a half step back. “I’m sorry, I—it’s the music, and—”
“Don’t you dare say that,” I snap.
His eyes go wide.
“Don’t you say it was the music that made you want me, Samson.”
Horror washes over him. “I…no…I…” He leans closer and drops his head to mine. “No,” he says, his voice firmer now as he shifts to look down at me. “The music just made me brave enough to…” He trails his fingers up my neck, resting them briefly on my bruised and wet lips.
I stare up at him, all serious. “The music didn’t make me want you either,” I say. “I’ve wanted you since…”
Alyth, the wind whispers again.
I ignore it. “I’ve wanted you to kiss me since that first night. When you interrupted all my plans and tried to charm me and were mostly annoying as a pixie, but…”
“But?” he asks, his lips twisted in a hopeful half smile.
“But you saw me. Even then, you saw me. No one sees me.”
“More the fools they all are,” he whispers, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. “Even when my magic was dampened and I couldn’t see any of—” He looks up at the square, casting a quick glance around at all the different fae creatures still dancing around us. “Even when all this was invisible to me, you never were.”
My heart catches.
ALYTH, the wind demands.
A shadow passes over Samson’s face. “But something’s wrong.”
“It’s not you. But…I no longer think it was my father who summoned us here. And the one who did summon us is getting impatient.”
His eyebrows shoot up, lost behind his ruffled red hair.
His hand slides down my arm, finding my palm and squeezing my fingers. “Where to?”
I’m a little nervous about this—the wisp brought both of us here. It could have easily hidden itself from Samson. But it’s clear from his reactions that he’s not heard the voice on the wind.
But his fingers are laced in mine, his grip firm and reassuring. I’m so used to striding off and just getting everything done by myself.
I don’t have to. Not this time.
“I’m not sure where exactly we’re going, but we can follow the call. Besides, if I leave you here, who knows who you’ll dance with next and what sort of trouble you’ll get into.” I grin wryly at him, mostly to hide the pang of envy at the thought.
Samson smirks. “Jealous?”
“Never.”
“Your angry glare tells me otherwise. My, but you’re lovely when you’re suppressing rage.”
I smack my tongue on my teeth. “I need not suppress anything.”
Samson dips his head close to my ear. “Even better.”
The feel of his warm breath on my sensitive skin raises bumps all along my arms. I jerk away from him and smack his arm. “Come on.”
We weave through the crowd in the square. I follow the gentle nudges of the cold winter wind, heading to the far side of the market, past the last lingering booths, through a small grove of trees. When we’re far enough away that the music starts to fade, the wind whips around us, icy claws that lift our hair and rip at our clothes.
I grit my teeth, clutching at my cloak. “There’s no need to be so dramatic,” I mutter.
The wind almost seems to chuckle as it swirls away from me before settling like a mantle on the shoulders of an old, old woman. To his credit, Samson keeps his shock well hidden.
A long drape of white wool covers the old woman, a stark contrast to her blue-black skin that looks like the deepest, coldest winter night. Her eye—she has only one—is sunken into her face like a tiny black pearl. She would be taller than me if she weren’t so hunched over, but she’s supported by a cane made of solid ice. When she lowers her hood, she reveals mounds of brilliant white hair topped with glittering, unmelting snowflakes and spikes of icicles that form a delicate tiara on her head.
“Queen Beira,” I murmur, sinking into a curtsy lower than any I have ever given Mary. Samson immediately copies me, easily following my lead as he bends in a low bow. I look at him out of the corner of my eye to see him watching me. He notes the grim line of my mouth, the way my jaw clenches, and subtly nods.
He understands the danger here.
I don’t look up from the ground until she says in her cracked voice, “Rise, children.” When I dare to meet her gaze, I see approval in the tilt of her chin. She smiles, her teeth the color of rust and sharp as daggers.
My bones are cold with fear. Beira is the queen of winter and one of the ancient fae, the original goddesses. She is a giant and has deigned to shrink herself to a more reasonable size to confer with me.
“You did not answer my call for so long that I wondered…” Her wrinkled lips pull down in a frown. “But you are here now.”
“I apologize, my queen. I meant no disrespect.” I heard the summons but didn’t know it was her.
Beira carved the mountain to the north, she was the mother to many of the old gods, and the cane she holds in one hand is slowly turning the earth beneath it into solid ice. She is more powerful than anyone of the Seelie Court, but she tired of both realms centuries ago, only occasionally interacting with either the fae or humanity.
Samson and I may have come to the bog with our own intentions—to decipher that letter he found and perhaps discover more about his curse—but none of that matters in the face of the queen of winter. She has the power and knowledge to solve both issues, but it would never be worth the risk of paying the price she would levy on us for such answers.
I know of her by legend, the same way that I know of Lugh, the Green Man, or Brigid. The old gods don’t meddle with anyone, really. Not anymore. And especially someone as unimportant as me.
So the fact that she has summoned us…
“I have been watching you, half breed,” Beira says. Her eye slides over to Samson.
She summoned him as well and continues to tolerate his presence, but there’s something like…distaste on her lips as she stares him down. Samson meets her gaze, shoulders squared, watching. Waiting.
“An unlikely pair,” Beira eventually says, looking back to me.
She knows what he is, I think.
But she’s not telling us.
I can feel frustration radiating off Samson, who’s guessed much the same. Thankfully, he doesn’t interrupt the queen.
The old fae goddess looks down her nose at us both. “I will keep many eyes on you.”
I think about that first night with Samson, the stag that watched us silently in the moor.
Deer are part of Queen Beira’s domain.
Still, even though Samson is definitely not experienced in the magical world, he’s holding his own. And maybe together, we have a chance…
“Just know that my grace is limited,” Beira adds, layering on an additional warning. Her meaning is clear: one toe out of line, and the queen of winter will take care of us herself.
She swings her eye back to me, leveling me with an equally judgmental glare.
“I see the way you have attempted to protect the realms,” she continues.
I bite my tongue, unsure whether she’s giving a compliment or insulting me.
“And I have seen the threat continue to grow against all defenses, old and new.”
I meet her eye, stare into its dark depths. “The Red Caps are coming.”
“Yes,” she confirms. I was braced for her answer, but it still hits me like a blow. “But more than that.”
My heart sinks.
“The High Blade lives.”
It is every fear, every nightmare, every horror in four words.
I hoped the High Blade, the original traitor of the fae, the one who led the Red Caps and the Romans, the most powerful of their kind, would be gone. Dead, perhaps.
A foolish hope.
“What chance do we have?” I ask, hating the quiver of fear in my voice.
“None,” she says. “The wall will fall. The High Blade will invade.”
I don’t argue with the goddess of winter, but there is a part of me, a tiny spark of hope, that refuses to die, even in the face of such icy certainty.
As if guessing at my thoughts, the old hag snorts.
“Have you told the Seelie Court of this?” I ask. “Because I have tried to warn my father, but—”
“They know.”
It’s the only information she’s willing to give me about it. Once again, I’m left out of the loop but expected to fight on the front lines.
“They have their own plans, and I have mine. As long as winter holds, I will aid you.”
Her single beady eye slides to Samson. It could not be clearer that she has offered aid to me alone. But she must have summoned him for a reason. I cannot help but wonder if this was a sort of test, to see him in the flesh, to know how he’d react to her. To see us together.
I want to ask her more. She must know what type of fae Samson is, what his role in the upcoming war may be…but I know better than to press my luck here. And Samson, bless him, has wisely kept his mouth shut.
I dip into another low curtsy.
The aid Beira has offered is no small boon. Not only can she help me with the weather—and she already has, I realize, in the way the wind has been so quick to aid me when I called for it to protect Mary in Darnley’s first attack or the way the snows have held off while Samson and I have traveled—but she can send storm hags to fight beside us and deer to silently spy, and she has powerful connections in the fae realm.
I rise slowly. I want to ask for more—a united front, the fae and humans combined working to fight the Red Caps. But while it seems as if the entire fae realm knows the wall is going to fail, they don’t know for certain when or how.
And uniting the fae is as impossible as directing cats or catching fish with my bare hands.
Queen Beira cocks her head. She examines me as if I am a curiosity. To her, I must be. Tainted with both human blood and mortality, in the face of a being as old as the earth itself. But she smiles at me. It’s not a good smile. Her lips curl over her fangs almost maliciously. Her smile is a promise, but it’s also feral.
As wild as the land itself.
That?
That I can work with.
“Now, go on with yourselves.” Queen Beira gestures toward the copse of trees behind her. “Moyra is waiting.”
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Samson
Before I can get half a question out about who Moyra is, the world’s shifting again.
It needs to stop that.
Another blink, another ripple and heave and gush of something being off—
And we’re standing back in the moors.
No time’s passed; the sun’s exactly where it was when we slipped through. But where we are is a bit different. Still in the bog, still wild and open, tall grasses bobbing in the gentle winter breeze. But the creek we were passing over is gone, and ahead of us is a copse of trees.
I barely pay the change any mind. My focus goes to Alyth—stays on Alyth? I’m not sure I paid Beira too much attention, and that’s foolish, but Alyth’s become the North Star I have to orient myself to for any of this to have a chance of making sense.
And now she’s staring at the trees, her face furrowed, thinking.
I touch her elbow. Then rethink it and wrap my hand around her forearm, holding tight. “That was the queen of the fae?”
Alyth blinks at me, her furrowed look shifting to confusion. It clears with a sigh. “Oh. No—that was Queen Beira. The Winter Queen. She’s a—” Hesitation. Then a shrug, as if it can’t be helped, and it can’t; none of this can. “She’s a goddess. More or less.”
My jaw drops. Has it closed since we slid into the goblin market?
“A goddess?”
“Aye.”
“A goddess, Alyth.”
She doesn’t respond, just holds my gaze, all the questions swirling deep in her eyes.
Is this too much? Are you sure you want to keep pushing on? Will you turn back?
But I lean in and kiss her instead of saying anything. And that settles all the questions, all the answers, all the uncertainty.
The kiss is different from the one in the goblin market, only in that there was no desperate magic push leading up to it; but here, now, my mouth on hers, the intensity is the same, and I sigh into the contact. It wasn’t just magic that made her taste so sweet. Wasn’t just magic that made my whole body feel alive, lit up like lightning in a dark sky.
Her lips are soft and chilled from the Scottish wind, but I work warmth into them quickly, nipping and licking until she whimpers and I have to drop my forehead to hers with a moan.
“A goddess,” I say again and swallow, throat contracting. “All right. So who’s Moyra?”
Alyth pulls back to stare at me. Waiting for me to react to meeting a goddess, only there is no reacting. It doesn’t change anything, not really. Freedom from the curse is still waiting for me at the end of this, and nothing’s gonna tempt or scare me off seeing this through.
Bloody hell, a goddess.
Alyth tightens her grip on me. “Moyra is the witch we’ve come to see. I know she can break the magic on Darnley’s letter, and—”
“Wait.” My head shakes. “Why do we need a witch when we just spoke to a goddess? Couldn’t she have done what we needed? Surely she could break whatever enchantment’s on that letter.”
A sharp smile takes Alyth’s face. “You don’t want to know what it would have cost us to ask such favors from Beira. Trust me—Moyra is infinitely preferable to deal with.” Her expression falls, sobers in a heavy drop. “It’s enough that Beira spoke to us at all.”
It’s not just enough that she spoke to us. It’s a warning. What we’re doing, what we’re onto, is important. The Red Cap weapons, Cecil, Darnley—the High Blade.
It’s life and death.
I give Alyth’s hand two tight pulses, reassuring her in that fog of thought and worry she’s fallen into. She’s not alone. Not anymore.
She looks up at me. I can see this place reflected in her blown pupils, the healthy flush to her face, all that wildness soaking in.
She nods as if something’s been decided, then juts her chin ahead of us at the copse of trees.
It isn’t just trees. Now that I’m looking, I see a little cottage, so small and camouflaged with the landscape that it’s easy to mistake for a shrub. The building’s dark, sucking shadows in like it’s made of ’em, and the moment I spot it at all, a shiver walks up my spine.
“How should we approach her?” I ask. “What do you want me to do?”
“Let me do all the talking. All the talking.” She throws me an intent look. “Keep your head down. When all else fails, deference is the safest bet.”
I glance at the hut again. There’s something about it that sends another skittering shiver over my body. It’s small and obsolete but…threatening. Not a place that draws you in.
Deference won’t be hard. I’ll pretend it’s not terror.
Maybe, after she breaks the magic on the letter, she can tell me how to find the weapon that cursed me. Or maybe she won’t need the weapon at all. Maybe she’ll take one look at me and go “Ah, cursed by a rage-inducing comb. I’ve seen that before,” and I’ll be free before sunset.
My chest clenches, too much hope welling; I’m dizzy with it.
I nod. “Lead the way.”
She heads off, picking her way delicately through the peatlands, avoiding more of those sunken muddy bits, and I follow her trail closely, keeping my hand tight in hers.
We reach the tangle of trees, and Alyth slows her steps. Up close, the hut’s just as nature beaten as it looked from afar, wrapped up in moss and vines, tree branches twisted into the roof until it’s hard to tell whether the trees grew up around the hut or vice versa.
Alyth walks up to the door and knocks three times. “Moyra?”
A pause.
The door creaks open, a shrieking squeal as it slowly peels wide. Shadows hover within, and after another stretched-out beat, a woman ducks to emerge.
She’s tall and severe, with long brown hair done in a plait over one shoulder, her dress simple and functional. Hard to guess her age—she could have ten years on us or thirty. Everything about her emits the same intention Alyth shows at the castle: a desire to be overlooked and unnoticed, finding power in the unseen.
But this woman snaps her eyes to me directly, and also like Alyth, it’s hard to imagine anyone ever overlooking her.
The witch—Moyra—raises one eyebrow and surveys me head to toe in a quick sweep, lingering on my hand in Alyth’s. Her face lightens with interest.
She says something in Scots, and Alyth answers her.
Then, with a glance at me, Alyth says, “He’s from London.”
The witch switches to English. “My, my, Alyth, what have you brought to my door?”
I swallow. Hard. It grates down my throat, and I just barely catch myself from answering when Alyth jumps in.
“Calling in that favor you owe me,” she says.
Moyra whips her gaze to Alyth.
I stiffen, muscles flexing, ready to intervene at that look from Moyra. Offense? Anger?
But it passes, and Moyra grins. “Ah. You fae and your favors. Come in, then.”
Moyra folds herself back into the hut.
Alyth starts to follow but stops when I tug on her hand.
“Favor?” I question, low enough that I hope Moyra doesn’t hear.
Alyth huffs a small laugh. “I relocated a herd of kelpies that wandered too far from the river and took up residence in her favorite grove.” She waves at the distance, presumably toward the grove. “They were tearing up the herbs Moyra uses in her spells.”
“Ah.” I nod, eyeing the doorway. I can’t see within the hut, even this close. “So Moyra isn’t fae. And her magic—”
“Is a wee bit different from mine,” Alyth finishes. “Which is why we need her. Now—” She bops me on the nose, and it startles a laugh out of me. “Hush, you.”
My smile widens. I bow my head mutely and wave her on.
She releases my hand to duck inside, and I don’t wait, not liking her out of my sight again. What if she falls into the fae realm without me? I follow quick.
But we’re just inside the hut. It’s like any other cabin, the rafters strung with dozens of clusters of drying herbs, and there’s a fire going—though there was no smoke outside, I note. There’s a table in one corner piled with mortars and pestles and all manner of containers, and in front of the fire are three chairs. The whole small room smells of burning wood and plants, cozy for the gloom that the exterior put off.
Moyra takes one chair and points at the other two. “Let’s do this quickly. I have other places to be.”
Alyth sits, searching through her cloak, and finds the letter from Darnley’s room. She extends it to Moyra. “We won’t keep you long.”
Moyra takes it.
Then she looks up at me expectantly.
I rush to sit next to Alyth.
Moyra keeps right on staring at me, her eyes narrowed, her tongue caught between her teeth. She fiddles with the letter, making the glow it gives off pulse, but she doesn’t take her eyes off me. “Hm. This one. Why’s he with you, Alyth?”
I almost don’t care that she’s talking about me like I’m not here, but Alyth must think I’ll react to that. She grabs my wrist.
“He’s a Leth, cursed by a Red Cap weapon. We were hoping you could tell us what cursed him. He’s anxious to break it.”
There’s that hope again, roiling in me like starvation, and I look up at Moyra, unabashed.
She’s chewing her tongue again. “And this letter?” She lifts it, not taking her eyes off me.
“Need the magic on it dissipated,” Alyth explains.
Moyra nods. “That’ll make us even, then?” She finally looks at Alyth.
Alyth drops her hold on my wrist. “Aye.”
“‘Aye.’ Aye. You know I don’t trust such simplicity from you fae.”
Alyth sighs. “Yes, if you break the magic concealing the letter and tell us what cursed Samson, you and I will be even.”
With a scrunched-nose grin, like this is all some joke, Moyra crosses one leg over the other. “That’s all I needed. Now—here.”
And she hands the letter back to Alyth.
But—it’s not glowing anymore.
What? When did she—
Alyth snorts, a soft little burst, and settles the letter in her lap. “Thank you, Moyra.”
Moyra’s smile is full on.
I think I might like her.
“That was so fast,” I can’t help but say.
Moyra waggles her eyebrows at Alyth. “The Well’s better than the fae, hm?”
Alyth gives me a flat look. “Thanks for that.”
I hold up my hands. “Sorry, I—” But I glance around, not seeing what Moyra mentioned. “A well?”
“The Well,” Moyra corrects. “The Well witches draw their magic from. Magic pools there, and witches can access it through focus in herbs and such. Not like the fae, with all their bloodline ties to the Seelie Court. Ever been to the Black Forest?”
I shake my head.
Moyra shrugs. “Probably for the best. You—” Her attention fixes back on me, intent and analytical. “You’d get picked apart there. What a fascinating thing you are.”
I hold myself steady, dropping into my facade of not letting my emotions show, not giving anything away. She’s still seeing something in me, something I don’t know to hide.
Moyra shifts again, scooching her chair so she’s between my knees, close enough that I smell the tang of dried herbs coming off her. “You’re cursed, you say?”
“Yes—” starts Alyth, but Moyra bats a hand her.
“Let him speak.”
I nod. “Um, yes. Samson.”
Moyra lifts her hands in front of my face, picking at things I can’t see. And it hits me then—not a bit of this place glows the way I’ve seen magic glow. And this woman’s a witch, right? So this whole place should be lit up with magic.
Is it only fae magic I can see?
Moyra hums, low in her throat, and meets my eyes, her fingers still picking and moving ’round my head. “I have a way of figuring out what you are, Samson. If you consent to it.”
“That wasn’t what we agreed,” Alyth is quick to say. “You would help us figure out what cursed him.”
Moyra nods absently. She pinches a bit of nothingness between her finger and thumb, studies it, and lets it drop. “Oh, this will. Whatever’s cursed him is embedded in him. Like it’s merged with the part of him that’s fae.”
“Merged?” My gut drops. “You can’t undo it?”
Her look is piercing. “Did I say that? Let me figure out what’s at the root of you, and we can go from there. If you agree?”
Alyth grunts in protest, but I’m already nodding.
“Yes. Yes, please, Lady Moyra.”
She cackles. “Oh my, Alyth! I see why you like this one. ‘Lady.’”
Moyra bolts up and starts shuffling around her table, bottles clacking.
Alyth leans toward me, and unconsciously, I rock to meet her. I want to reach for her, want to ground myself. It’s the unease of this whole situation, and the—the bloody hope still.
Can Moyra do it? Can she really find out what’s wrong with me?
I’ve lived with it for so many years. I accepted it too, thinking that was just how I’d always be, hurting people on whims I didn’t understand. I almost reconciled my life to being ostracized and alone, to never being fully safe.
But now.
Now.
Alyth touches my cheek, and I jump, realizing I was staring over her shoulder at the fire.
“You’ll be all right,” she whispers.
I exhale, but her words keep me from collapsing, and she strokes her fingers lightly down my jaw.
Moyra sweeps back over to us with a vial in one hand. It’s no bigger than my finger. “Drink it down, Samson. Every drop.”
I take the vial, fingers shaking.
“Cheers,” I say to Alyth, raising it toward her, and I down the whole potion in a single swallow.
It goes down smooth, no burn, and tastes of herbs, ones I can’t identify. Just earthy, rich flavors and something bitter on the back of it—mint?
But I don’t feel any different.
I smack my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “I don’t think anything’s happen—”
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Alyth
Samson’s head droops, his eyelids shuttering.
“What did you do to him?” I ask Moyra. I trust her…to a degree. As a witch, she wasn’t born with magic, but she does have an affinity for it, and she’s able to twist the threads of power with the help of herbs and plants. I don’t really understand her knowledge or her practices. I have always just appreciated the results she produced.
But if she’s playing with Samson’s well-being—
“Aye, he’s fine. Just a little safer,” Moyra says.
“Safer?”
“That lad has no curse on him.” The witch scoffs. “The only magic he has in him is in his blood.”
My heart thunks, thinking about the fits he told me of, the violent blackouts.
“Anyway, you should know better than anyone that when it comes to the fae, best to be sure what you’re dealing with before you consider who.”
I blink at Moyra. Actually, that’s not what I think at all. Kitty is herself first, a brownie second. Is that what the witch thinks of me—that my blood determines my soul?
Moyra continues blithely on. “The potion I gave the lad will make him a little more amenable.”
“I don’t like this.” I don’t like the way Moyra is talking or that she drugged Samson like that.
But we do need answers.
“Sam,” Moyra starts.
“Samson,” I correct.
Samson’s head lists toward me, his eyes cracking open.
Moyra snaps her fingers in front of his face. “Here, boy.”
“He’s not a dog,” I mutter.
“Were you telling the truth? You think you were cursed as a wee one?” she asks.
“Yes.” His voice comes out low, the s dragging out in a hiss.
“Who told you that you had a fae curse on you?”
“My father.”
“Is he fae?”
“I think he must be.”
Moyra looks at me. “He can only answer what he knows to be the truth, nothing more. But that curse lie—I wanted to make sure he wasn’t tricking you, Alyth dear.” She squints at Samson. “Do you know what kind of fae you are?”
“No.”
Moyra turns to me again, frustration evident. “He has so much power, but it’s repressed. I don’t understand it.”
Samson straightens in his chair, his head twisting eerily. “There is much you don’t understand, witch.”
The tenor of his voice is different, the way he holds himself. Moyra’s attention sharpens. “Who are you?”
“What’s going on?” I ask, shocked.
A thin-lipped smile stretches across Samson’s face, his mouth curling in a way that sends a shiver down my spine.
“The potion made the lad more…pliable,” Moyra says in a rush, leaning forward to focus on Samson. “But that means he was emptier, for lack of a better word.”
“Accesssssssible,” Samson hisses.
Moyra nods, still not taking her eyes off him. Her whole body is stiff, scared.
I have never seen her frightened before. Not even when she shouted at a herd of kelpies.
“His body was accessible to someone else,” she says, standing and moving slowly backward, toward some plants drying near the window. “I’ve heard of this but never seen it. The only way he could have been taken over like this is if he was already being watched. Very closely.”
“Of course we watch the bastard,” Samson snarls. “He’s ours.”
A wave of fury washes over me, almost blinding me. “Samson is no one’s but his own!” I shout, throwing back the chair as I stand.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Moyra crushing some mistletoe leaves in her hand, tracing a ward of protection in her palm.
Samson laughs. It’s not his laugh. “He was born for a purpose. Our purpose.”
My fists bunch in my skirts, and my arms tremble with suppressed rage.
Moyra gropes toward me, still not looking anywhere but at him. I feel the press of dried leaves on the back of my neck, warmth spreading out. “Hush, lass. This potion won’t last for long. And we need answers.” I can tell Moyra is worried but wary, watching to see how this plays out.
“Answerssss.” Samson’s voice cruelly twists into mockery.
“Who are you?” I shout at his face. I hate the tears burning my eyes; I detest the way my emotions weaken me in this moment. But it’s all so horrible, and it’s gutting me—not just that I allowed Samson to be violated in this way, that he trusted me to protect him, but also because…
Whoever’s possessing him now sees him as an object, a tool. Nothing more.
And that hits a little too close to home as well.
“Have we already been forgotten?” Samson asks. His voice is almost coquettish, high-pitched and affected. But not in a false way, I think, even though the sounds are strange from his mouth.
“Who are you?” Moyra repeats my question in a stern voice, like a mother trying to get answers from a petulant child.
Samson’s lips stretch wide in a laugh. It goes on a beat too long, and then his mouth closes with a clack of his teeth so strong, it makes me wince. His red hair whips around, falling in his face, but he doesn’t brush it away as he stares at me unblinkingly. “Tut, tut, girl, you know how this works. An answer for an answer. The fae like to bargain, no?”
My mind races. Whatever’s possessing Samson used the word “girl.” Not “lass.” Girl. That’s how the English talk. It’s not much evidence—we use “girl” too, just not as often—but it plants seeds of fear in my belly.
“You’ll answer my question if I answer yours?” I demand.
“Yesssss.” Samson giggles. “Now it’s our turn to ask you a question.”
Shite—I wasted a question confirming the rules. This is exactly the type of fae trickery I detest.
“What allies have you in the fae realm?”
Loaded question but obviously a test. “None have sworn allegiance to me,” I say. A technical truth, and one I take pleasure in knowing is not the full answer.
Moyra moves beside me. To offer me support, I suppose, or to try to distract the being overtaking Samson’s body. But she doesn’t speak.
I have to be smart about this. We’ve all been speaking English for Samson’s sake, but I switch to Scots. “Dè an t-ainm air a bheil thu eòlach?” By what name are you known? I know better than to ask what the being’s name really is—no fae would reveal that. But they do have monikers of address they use, and that could help me narrow down the possibilities.
“Mòran.” Many. This being is known by many names.
And it also understands Scots.
“Thoir dhomh aon,” I demand. Give me one name.
“No.” Back to English. Interesting. “It is our turn to ask you something, bastard. When did you last visit the fae realm?”
Moyra looks at me curiously. It’s not that unusual for me to go between worlds.
“I just came from there,” I answer. There will be no lies from me. A powerful fae can tell when a human lies, and I cannot risk Samson being hurt if I don’t tell the truth. And I know this fae will tell me the truth too—fae can trick and manipulate and deceive, but they cannot outright lie.
“My turn,” I say. “Are you working with Lord Darnley, the king consort?”
The link here is obvious—I must ascertain the black-market network of Red Cap weapons and uncover the plot meant to overthrow Queen Mary and wreak havoc on both worlds.
“We do not ally ourselves with bastard Leths,” the fae snarls, then laughs bitterly. “Present company excluded, obviously.”
That’s not a good enough answer. Too much is left unsaid. While this being doesn’t work with Leths, it may command other fae who do the dirty work or use them as a tool if not an ally. And that actually would be the smarter way of dealing with Darnley.
“Tell us what you saw in the Seelie Court,” the being says with Samson’s voice.
I snort. “That’s not a question.” Besides, while I went into the fae realm, I didn’t go to the court, and this fae creature let slip just how little they know of me and my position with that question. To assume I crossed between worlds to dabble in silly parties and meet with my pretentious father…
Samson’s face contorts with suppressed rage, but the being switches tactics. “Did you go inside the palace?”
“No,” I say, for once grateful my arsehole of a father didn’t bother to acknowledge me. Now the bigger question is, does this fae being not have access to the Seelie Court, or do they want to know how much access I have? But that’s not the question I want to ask.
Moyra moves beside me, her fingers brushing my arm. “The potion will wear off soon,” she says in a low voice. Samson’s eyes flick to her and back; I don’t know if the being heard the witch.
I focus on Samson’s face, straining to see him behind the expression he never wears, that of regal superiority. There’s no time to waste. “Are you a Red Cap?” I ask this of whatever being has possessed Samson, but it creates a strange revulsion in my belly to have to hear the answer from Samson’s mouth.
Samson giggles again, high-pitched and eerie. “Yessss.”
Moyra sucks in a breath, her nostrils flaring. But my attention is on Samson. His head jerks, his mouth turning downward.
The potion is wearing off.
Whoever’s possessed Samson seems to realize the same thing. They stand, legs wobbly, and take a step toward me. I think it’s an attempt at being menacing, but this fae creature isn’t used to Samson’s body, and the movement is disjointed, like a marionette with tangled strings.
“We will give you this one for free, little bastard girl,” the fae says with Samson’s mouth. “You asked us for a name we are known by. You should have asked for a title instead.”
Acid rises in my throat.
Samson’s body straightens, and they take another step toward me, steadier now. Moyra backs away, but I hold my ground.
“We have been called many things, but we are best known by our title. It was not given to us, like your prince of a father. No, our title was earned.”
My whole body trembles, but I don’t step away even when Samson shuffles closer.
“The Romans called us ‘Mors Gladius,’” they say. “The Vikings named us ‘Høyt Blad.’ The French declared us ‘Buveur de Sang.’ But you know us as something different. And we know you know us, bastard girl.”
“Lann Àrd,” I whisper in Scots. “The High Blade.”
The ruler of the Red Caps.
Samson’s body lunges for me, fingers crooked like claws, and I react instantly, calling my magic to slam him against the wall of Moyra’s cottage. The plaster cracks from the force of my blow.
Samson snarls and writhes, trying to break free, but my magic doesn’t stop. I just hold him there against the wall as I stride forward.
“You can hold his body, but your power is nothing compared to ours,” the High Blade says in a low voice. “When we tear down your wall, girl, you will be the first to bleed.” Samson’s lip curls, exposing his teeth. “Or we might just kill him in front of you first. Would you like that?”
Rage makes my voice quake. “Get out of him.”
The High Blade tips Samson’s head back and howls. I thought it was meant to be intimidation at first, but then I see his shoulders shaking.
This is laughter.
As suddenly as it started, it stops. Samson’s body sags against the wall, my magic propping him up a yard above the floor.
Moyra moves behind me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “The potion’s worn off.”
I don’t let his body go.
“He’s a Red Cap,” I say, forcing the words out.
Because no fae could possess a Leth unless they had an affinity for them. The High Blade accessed Samson’s body only because Moyra’s potion lulled him to a hollow point, but the High Blade couldn’t have possessed him without sharing the same type of magic. And as the High Blade said, they’d been watching Samson. Closely.
“He’s a Red Cap,” I repeat weakly, hoping to will myself to not believe what I am certain now is true.
“I know.” Moyra’s voice is sympathetic.
Something unintelligible rips out of me in a scream, but Samson’s body is still, immobile, hanging impossibly on the wall. Tears choke me. This is everything—everything—I have trained my entire life to avoid.
The High Blade.
Not just Red Cap weapons.
Not even Red Caps themselves.
No, the fecking High Blade is back. Ready to tear down the wall and invade.
I turn my blurry eyes to Samson.
He’s one of them.
A Red Cap.
A Red Cap who breached the wall and walked into Scotland.
“What are you going to do, lass?” Moyra asks in a soft voice.
Power wraps around my fists.
“You have to kill him.” Moyra speaks practically, I know.
I think about the needle.
I think about the way the man looked at me just before he died. That man, the one I killed, had been using a Red Cap weapon to call the Sluagh and terrorize an innocent village.
This man, the one hanging in the air in front of me, is a Red Cap.
He didn’t know.
That doesn’t change the truth.
But by every god, old and new, my heart breaks.
Because he’s been used. Born to be a tool.
Like me.
His father, Cecil, must be a Red Cap too, working under the High Blade. There’s still the possibility that Cecil is the High Blade—there’s ample evidence now that the High Blade is accustomed to English language and traditions, but since the Red Caps have been banished, that’s not enough proof. But Cecil whelped Samson with some hapless woman, purposefully breeding his vile blood to make a Leth.
Someone he could use. Why? How?
Samson moans, but he doesn’t yet open his eyes.
“You have to do it soon.” Moyra clutches my arm, and I want to shake her off, but I’m frozen, so deep in my own thoughts that it feels as if I’ve left my body.
Darnley’s family is involved. Gave Samson the amulet. The amulet that suppressed magic. Samson couldn’t see Kitty before; then he could. Couldn’t see magic.
“If the amulet shielded his vision from magic, maybe it also shielded magic from seeing him,” I mutter.
“What?” Moyra says. She grips my arm. “He’ll wake soon, lass. You have to act.”
I shake my head, waking up from the fog of my own thoughts. “He’s innocent.”
“He’s not innocent, child. He’s a Red Cap!” Moyra shouts at me.
“He’s…good.”
Moyra grabs my shoulders, forces me to look at her. “He’s a Red Cap.” She speaks slowly, enunciating the words. “He can’t be good.”
Was it all an act? He seemed so…so kind. Like he cared for me. I shake my head more forcibly.
It wasn’t all fake, my treacherous heart whispers.
And oh, I want to believe it. I have never once trusted my heart. I have acted with logic, not feelings, all my life.
Just as my father wanted me to.
But this? No. I cannot listen to the phantom commands of a man who won’t even acknowledge me.
“Your one job,” Moyra says, forcing me to focus on her, “is to protect Scotland from the Red Caps. Your whole life, you have done nothing but ensure the wall holds. And he is going to help tear it down!” She throws her arm out toward Samson, whose head is lolling now as he tries to wake up.
“You know what you have to do.” Moyra doesn’t sound happy about it. But her words drip with expectation.
She knows Samson must die.
She’s just waiting for me to do it.
I have heard the Red Caps rage like the berserkers of old, blacking out all knowledge of the world as they kill, kill, kill. I have always thought that was what made them terrifying—the inhumanity of it, the desire for nothing but hot blood.
Isn’t that how Samson described it before? Blackout rages, waking up in the aftermath, looks of horror from all around.
I should have known then. It was never a curse, only his heritage.
It would be easier if I could be like him, if I could cut off any sense beyond murder.
I did not want to kill the man with the needle.
I do not want to kill Samson.
But—
I have to.
It doesn’t matter that I’ve grown to trust him. Like him.
To…
It doesn’t matter.
All along, he was the enemy I was born to kill.
“I was born to protect the wall,” I state flatly. “And to let no Red Cap breathe Scottish air.”
“Do it before he wakes,” Moyra orders. “He’ll be harder to kill after.”
I know. Because his bright green eyes will blink up at me, all soft and caring. Samson wouldn’t struggle, not against me. He trusts me. It will make it so much harder, like slaughtering a lamb.
“Red Caps are bloodthirsty, murderous vermin,” Moyra spits.
My gaze focuses on her.
Oh.
She meant that it would be harder to kill Samson when he awakes because he’d be stronger; he’d fight back and kill me.
“He wouldn’t do that,” I say aloud.
“Wouldn’t do what?” Moyra shakes her head. “Lass, he’s waking soon. Kill him before he kills you.”
“He wouldn’t. He would never hurt me.” I don’t know where such certainty comes from.
But I cannot deny it.
“Alyth, it’s in his blood! The High Blade is coming—”
“And the High Blade would not have used Samson if they did not want me to know they were coming,” I say, my voice stronger. And what did Beira say? An unlikely pair. She knew what he was.
And she didn’t demand I kill him.
“Then he’s just a tool they see no more use for, but if you don’t kill him now, the High Blade will use him again,” Moyra counters. “You let this man get close to you, lass, but even if he doesn’t know, the other Red Caps do. All they have to do is kill you, and all that magic you ensure powers the barrier will disappear.”
She’s right. At my death, guardianship would pass to the next highest-born Leth, but that transfer of power is an unpreventable vulnerability of the magic, especially with the Red Caps waiting to exploit a chink in the armor that protects the realms. Besides, the next Leth in power is a Highland boy younger than me, removed from the fae by three generations. My father bred me for power. A tool he’s used to both realms’ benefit.
“If you fall, the wall falls,” Moyra says, her eyes beseeching me to agree. “You can’t let a Red Cap be beside you, not when you’re gambling with everyone’s lives.”
And…shite. She’s right. Lady Lennox’s threats, Darnley’s smug attitude. Now that they know they can get Red Cap blood across the border, they’ll do it with other Red Caps. Full-blooded ones, like Cecil.
Like the High Blade.
Samson was just the first. An unwitting test subject.
But still a Red Cap. And if they can control him enough to make him kill me, they won’t even need amulets to get them across the border.
I should kill him. I should cut off his head and throw it into the Seelie Court and warn them that the Red Caps know how to breach the wall.
I should kill him.
I should.
“Alyth?” Samson croaks.
Moyra and I both spin around, look up at him. He’s still pinned against the wall.
“Alyth, what’s going on?”
I touch my face. It’s wet with tears.
Samson watches me with those bright green eyes peeking out from between his messy locks.
If he fought me, I would fight back.
I would win.
I would kill him.
I know this. It is a certainty that lies within my bones. Red Cap blood or not, if he attacked, I would defend, and I would win.
But just as sure inside me is the knowledge that he would not attack me.
I drop the magic holding him in place. Samson lands on the floor with a thud and an audible oof.
Moyra stares me, not quite gaping but still surprised. “You would doom two worlds for one man?” she asks in a voice so low, Samson can’t hear it as he scrambles to get up.
I meet her eyes without hesitation. “Yes.”
I have spent my entire life following duty. Bolstering the wall, vigilant against the threat of Red Caps.
But I don’t want to choose duty anymore.
I want to choose him.
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Samson
My legs are wobbly, like the floor’s gone to sand, and I hold myself up against the plaster wall of the witch’s hut. There’s a dent here, and my shoulder’s aching something fierce, but other details come at me stronger:
Alyth, tears streaking down her face.
Moyra, grabbing a potion vial from her table and taking an attack stance.
I don’t move. My heart’s throbbing in my neck and fingertips, and I don’t think I’ve taken a full breath yet. But I stay rigid, half slumped against the wall.
“What did I do?” I whisper.
But I already know.
Because I recognize this moment.
It’s Oskar and Hal in Southwark. It’s dozens of moments layering one atop the other across my life: coming back to consciousness with people cowering away from me.
I blacked out.
Did I attack Alyth?
My eyes race over her, but she’s not injured. Neither is Moyra. And the room’s not trashed, except for the cracked wall and bits of plaster on the floor. So—did they manage to restrain me? ’Course they did. Alyth, powerful as she is, and Moyra too. They handled me.
But they’re still gawking at me with terror in their eyes, and it’s all I can do not to launch myself out of this hut and run off into the bog.
I thought I was close to a solution here. I thought Moyra could help me.
She can’t, can she?
No one’s looked at me like that in Scotland. Alyth, Callum, even Mary—not one person has looked at me like that. And seeing that expression on Alyth’s face, fear, has my stomach lurching up into my throat, and I topple forward, landing hard on my knees.
“I’m sorry,” I say, tears heating my eyes, tears of hatred and hurt and exhaustion. “I blacked out, didn’t I? I blacked out, and you saw my curse? Christ, I’m so sorry, I—”
“No, Samson.”
Alyth’s voice doesn’t bear any of the fear I saw in her eyes. Through my own watery gaze, I realize it isn’t terror on her face.
It’s grief.
“You’re not cursed,” she tells me.
“I—” I shift to Moyra, who’s still holding her potion like a weapon, poised to attack me. “What do you mean?”
“Your blackouts aren’t because of a fae curse,” Alyth tells me. “Your blackouts are you. You’re a Red Cap. The High Blade themself talked through you.”
White shock stuns me, taking my senses and numbing them hard.
I blink up at Alyth, shaking my head slowly, remembering everything she told me about Red Caps, about the High Blade.
“No—they’re not allowed in Scotland,” I try.
“I know.”
“I—I’m not a monster. I’m not a—you said they’re monstrous, Alyth. You said they hunger for blood and draw strength on violence and—that’s not me.”
It can’t be me.
This whole time, it’s been the curse; it’s been something beyond my control, something forced on me, something I could fix.
My heart rate spikes, my breathing too, and I gotta calm down, but I can’t. Can’t catch this runaway horror rising in my chest.
Alyth’s expression changes to something that looks a damn sight close to pity.
“It’s me?” I state, face collapsing in disgusted horror.
It’s not a curse. My blackouts, the way I hurt people—it’s not a curse that can be removed.
My vision blurs, eyes flickering hard and not seeing anything. Hope had set me up so high in such a short time, wobbling precariously atop a pillar, and I ignored the drop because I thought I had salvation at long last.
But now?
I’m falling off that pillar. Plummeting straight down, right back to where I was: having to accept that this is who I am, a part of me I can never remove. Only the impact of thudding back down into that reality is crushing me. I know now what it was like to get so close to rising above.
But this is me. This monstrous, unpredictable curse.
Not a curse.
Just me.
“Enough of this,” Moyra snaps. “Kill him, Alyth, or I will.”
Alyth whirls around, glaring at the witch. “You forget your place,” she snarls. “I am the Leth guardian, and you are not fae. Do not attempt to force my hand or my blade again.”
Moyra’s eyes widen, but she doesn’t say anything. She also doesn’t lower that potion bottle.
I hadn’t connected that yet.
That me being a Red Cap means Alyth’s duty is to kill me.
Moyra rolls her eyes but keeps her potion vial locked in her fist. “Here I expected a mighty fight. A Red Cap, after centuries of silence. And you’re not going to gut him? Psh. Dull girl.”
“Hey,” I snap before I can think better of it. “Leave her alone.”
Moyra looks at me like she’d forgotten I’m capable of speech. “Careful, English Red Cap. Don’t get angry with me now. Hate to see Alyth have to change her mind about sparing you.”
“Don’t call her things, then,” I say. “She’s sacrificed more in her life to keep you safe than you’ve likely done in however many years you’ve been kicking around. I don’t understand much of this world so far, but I understand her, and I’ll not stand here and let you mock her anymore!”
My hands are fisted, my hackles raised. I’m panting where I’m still kneeling on the floor, and all the tension is now pushing outward, at Moyra.
Fury prickles at the edge of my consciousness. I could give in; I could surrender, let the anger take me.
My blackouts always came when I was livid. I’d come to having decimated someone.
That was because I’m a Red Cap.
It’s who I am.
The thought of it again—this is who I am—chokes off my anger in a rush. I don’t want to be this. I don’t want to be this—so much so that the ache overpowers my flare of rage, and I rub at my chest, hating myself, slumped on the ground.
Moyra grins at me. “Good on you. Just because you’re a Red Cap doesn’t mean you have to be a mindless killing machine, does it?” She cocks her head. Then repeats, harder, “Does it?”
My nose curls. “No.”
Moyra looks at Alyth. “Hm. Is that your play? Easier to fight the Red Caps if you’ve got one trained at your heel?”
That makes Alyth, who’d been staring down at me, snap her head up. “Thank you, Moyra. Our bargain is complete. Nothing else is owed.”
She’s glaring at Moyra, her jaw bulging.
Moyra smiles again, a knife’s edge to it. “All right, lass. If you need me, you know how to find me.” She turns that smile on me, all teeth and taunting. “Have fun.”
I blink.
And the hut’s gone.
We’re outside again, in the middle of the bog, winter air frigid around us. The sun’s lower in the sky now, and somewhere, a bird caws lonesomely.
Alyth doesn’t move. I’m kneeling in frozen grass now at her feet, and I stay in that position.
I see her mind working; she’s watching me in that way she gets, reading my aura.
She’s…calm.
Too calm.
She’s wanted to kill me more times than not. When she brought Kitty and the brownies to my room and they held me to the wall, I saw my end in her eyes.
An end I rightfully deserve.
If I’m this dangerous. If what I do isn’t something that can be removed from me. If I’m a Red Cap, something I’m not even sure I entirely understand yet, but I’ve seen their weapons, seen their handiwork. I’ve been their handiwork, apparently.
I exhale, stuttering and sharp, and nod once. It’s all the strength I have left in me.
“It’s all right,” I manage through my dry throat. “It’s all right, Alyth. I know what you have to do.”
I rest my hands palm up on my thighs, and a tear burns its way down my cheek.
A long moment of silence falls. I swear even the wind goes quiet.
Alyth stares down at me, all hardened stone. Resolve, that’s what she is. Resolve to do what she must.
“And what do you think I have to do?” she asks, still too bloody calm.
I frown up at her. “You have to—” I get stuck on the word but force it out anyway. “You have to kill me. I’m the enemy—”
“Are you?” Alyth lurches closer, the first show of something other than that confusing calmness. “Are you my enemy? Because you’ve promised me repeatedly you’re not. You wanted to work with me. You convinced me to let you help, and you’ve done nothing to counter that from the very beginning. You swore yourself to me. Are you, Samson, a threat to me?”
It’s demanding. Harsh and biting. I can’t do anything but answer.
“No,” I say softly. “But—”
“Then that’s settled,” Alyth tells me, all matter-of-fact, but the tears in her eyes let me know she’s barely holding on.
“What?” I gasp. “Why?”
Instead of explaining, she pulls the letter out of her cloak. The oddness of it has me flinching. Damn near forgot about the bloody thing. What’s it matter now? Nothing else does.
Slowly, numbly, I push to my feet. “Alyth—”
“Don’t,” she snaps, not looking at me. She unfolds the letter to read it. The parchment shakes in her grip. She’s fighting hard to focus on the words.
“Alyth—you’ve been nothing but duty bound in all the time I’ve known you. I may not be a threat myself, but this Red Cap side of me? I can’t control it, and that is a threat. I’m dangerous. I know it. You know it. Fine, don’t kill me, but—restrain me. Or I’ll leave, go back to London. Or—”
“You’re not going anywhere.” She yanks the letter down at her side and thrusts up against me, grabbing hold of my doublet’s collar, but she doesn’t shove me away. She just stands there, staring at the hollow of my throat.
I swallow, cold sweat dampening my brow, shivers chasing each other across my skin.
“Why?” I ask again. Clouds are dragging gray and blue black over the sky, shadowing Alyth’s face. But her eyes—those all-seeing eyes. They track through mine, and I’m struck speechless and immobile by the way she’s watching me.
Not with fear. Not with sorrow. Not with disgust.
With…greed. Like a hunger. And she laughs a little, like the emotion’s taking her by surprise, or maybe she’s just never let herself feel it before.
Her grip on my doublet is keeping me close.
“Because I’m tired, Samson,” she tells me. “I’m tired of choosing only my duty, only being a guardian.” She sucks in a breath, runs her tongue over her lower lip, and I about croon at the sight. “I want to choose this too.”
Before I can ask what this means, she’s pushing up onto her toes and kissing me again.
It’s a question though. Just a feather-soft press of her lips to mine.
The pause that extends from this moment is infinite. Crushingly so. My heart goes from humming to all-out pounding, an aching thud taking up all sense of sound.
She still wants to kiss me. To touch me.
Ecstasy overtakes me, rapturous desire, and I let her lead, let her take however much she wants. Slow and sweet as honey, mouths opening once so we breathe each other in before her tongue dips into my mouth, and I swear I launch sky-high.
She leans away, looking utterly dazed for half a beat, and I can’t decide if that’s how she’s most beautiful or when she smiles or when she laughs or when she’s talking about her fae creatures.
Her eyes reorient on me, and a blush floods her cheeks.
A hundred arguments fight at the edge of my brain. I’ll hurt her. We can’t do this. I’m dangerous. I’m the enemy.
They’re all true.
I think about all the times I’ve blacked out or had to fight off blacking out. All the times rage seemed like it was the only thing keeping me standing. Oftentimes, it was—scrounging in Southwark, stealing to survive. I swear, anger was the only thing that kept me alive in those moments.
It’s not all bad, is it? I’m not all monster.
And maybe it can be like Moyra said. I can be Alyth’s Red Cap.
I touch her chin with my thumb and forefinger. “I’ll choose you too,” I say into our little cocoon out here on these wildlands, and damn if it doesn’t feel possible. Like maybe this is enough. “As long as I can. And if I black out, Alyth—you have to promise me you won’t let me hurt you. Whatever you have to do to hold me back. Anything.”
Alyth’s eyes shut. “Haven’t I warned you to be careful about what you promise to a fae?”
“I don’t care. If I’m staying now, if I’m gonna be your monster, I’m yours entirely. Anything, Alyth. Do anything you have to in order to keep yourself safe from me.”
She narrows her eyes at me. “What if I don’t care about my safety?”
“I care,” I say so forcefully that she flinches. Then I add, “Besides, if I turn—if I fall to a murderous blackout, that means I’ve put everyone else in danger too. And you, Alyth? You’re the guardian.”
Her lower lip pulls between her teeth, and I stare, fixed on the way the skin there goes pink, then white.
She nods.
“Swear it,” I push. Because I need it to be real. To be binding, to know she’ll keep herself safe. “Use that magic you used on me to make sure the oath is kept.”
She frowns but complies, her eyelids fluttering. “All right, Samson. I swear it. If you become a danger, I will ensure you are taken care of.”
It drags a smile out of me, impossibly. “Good.”
One more little moment. Just holding here, breathing each other in.
She pulls back farther this time, a sad smile marring her face. “Now though,” she says, and she thrusts the letter at me.
I take it, wanting to kiss her again instead, wanting to do anything else but let reality crack this fragile dream we’ve created, but—
My brow furrows, and I clutch the letter closer.
The letter’s in English. Signed by Cecil.
It dives straight into talking about a plot to kill Mary.
She is surrounded at all times by supporters, even those unseen. Stay vigilant, and only activate the weapon when the time is right and she is at her most vulnerable. You have failed to kill her at every turn; she will not give you many further chances.

The royal bitch needs to be brought down.

It goes on in that way. Talking about when she’s most likely to be on her own or at least less covered, how the tool is powerful and not to be misplaced.
It’s an echo of what Darnley was babbling to me while drunk, but it’s confirmation.
Cecil is helping Darnley kill Mary to weaken Scotland.
There’s a plot stretching from England to Scotland, and we’re all tangled up in it.
“What weapon’s he talking about?” I frown at the letter. “Not that necklace I smuggled up, surely?”
Alyth chews the inside of her cheek, back to business. We’ve got a job to do. A plot to foil.
“Red Caps manipulate the threads of magic to make weapons of war,” she says. “The ones we’ve seen so far are small compared to the ones I’ve heard of in legends. Ten thousand people died at Mons Graupius when the Red Caps sided with the Romans before we built the wall. Ten thousand. In one battle. Darnley could have others. Something worse. The necklace that came with you was likely a test to see if it would work to get Red Caps through the barrier, so who knows what else they could have brought? Or who else might even be here already?”
I frown. “We need to get back to the castle. Warn Mary. And I’ll search Darnley’s rooms again. Maybe I missed something. Or I could push him more, see if I can get him to spill more details—”
She’s smiling. At me. It’s soft and out of place in our planning, and I tip my head in question.
“Thank you,” she says simply.
I hold out my hand. She takes it, and I thread our fingers together.
At the end of this, I’ll still be a Red Cap. Even once we stop whatever Darnley and Cecil are plotting. And I still can’t control my blackouts; I’m still dangerous.
But that’s been my reality for years.
Now though?
I’ll try something new.
I’ll try being hers.
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Alyth
When we finally get back to Stirling, he turns to me. His eyes are big and round and full of promise and hope. But then a lock of his crimson hair falls in his eyes, a vivid streak bisecting the brilliant green, and it’s all I can see.
The red.
Reminding me of Red Caps, blood, and war.
That’s not him, I tell myself. Then I also force myself to add, But it could be.
I choose him. I choose this chance. But Scotland comes first. And much as I pushed Moyra away, I cannot let myself forget:
If he succumbs to his blood and turns into the mindless killing machine that the Red Caps are known to be, I will be the one to take him out.
I cannot ever forget that.
This feeling growing inside me, the way we danced, the way we kissed, the way we both want more, more, more—
It changes everything.
It changes nothing. Nothing.
I hold on to that lie and to the promise I gave him. I take my vows seriously. Perhaps it’s the fae in me, but I know, even if it kills me, I will kill him if he becomes a threat.
It’s late afternoon by the time we reach the stables and dismount. Callum takes our horses, then lingers nearby, far enough away that we can’t be overheard but close enough that he can help if we call for him.
Samson opens his mouth, and my heart lurches, pulls to him like a flower bursting through the last frost toward the sun, and this—the truth of him, of us, all of it—it feels like too much. I cannot wrap my heart around my head; I cannot think through these feelings and carefully tuck them away in little boxes that I can force into the back of my mind.
So I say, “I need to warn the queen, and you need to find out what weapon Darnley’s snuck across the border.”
But I watch as his face flickers with doubt and fear and confusion at my cold tone. And it does something to me, that he’s feeling those emotions because of us.
I lean over and give him a peck on the cheek, watch as it all disappears.
“After…after everything…” I start.
“After we save all of Scotland?”
“Yes, that.”
He gives me a lopsided grin. “Should be easy enough, take no more than an hour or so.”
“Exactly.” I return his smile, and then I grow grave. “I’ve been meaning to go north.”
“North?”
I nod. “There are some selkies near Orkney that I should check on.”
Samson is watching me, his green eyes locked on my lips as if visually inspecting every word that falls from them.
“It’ll be a long trip,” I say softly.
“Oh?”
I take a step closer to him, our bodies almost touching. “Very long. Weeks.”
“Is it dangerous?”
“Oh, extremely,” I say casually. “I would likely need a guard with me.”
Samson’s face falls. “And here I am, nothing more than a secretary.”
Ach, he’s playing. He knows he has me. So I lean forward and kiss that smirk right off his lips.
His arms wrap around my waist, lifting me a little as he spins me so I’m pressed against the rough wood wall of the stable. His lips devour mine, his hands sliding up, tangling in my hair, the loose braid I started with this morning long since undone.
He kisses me like he’s only alive when we touch.
And when he pulls away, I think, I’ve seen magic all my life, but I’ve never felt it until now.
Breathless, we let the world spin away for one more minute. When I peek up at him through my lashes, I can tell he’s as reluctant to step back into our lives as I am.
“Now,” I say, tapping him on the nose, “let’s go save the queen from an assassination that’ll throw Scotland into a war that would terrorize both this world and the fae one and end in countless bloody deaths.”
“I can’t believe how boring this country is. Nothing exciting ever happens,” Samson grumbles, his eyes alight with mirth.
We separate at the castle, me to Mary, him to Darnley. It’s still early, at least according to the feasting schedule—nothing will happen until the sun sets. The celebrations of the night before mean most of the castle is moving slowly, resting before another night of revelry. I am not surprised in the least to find Mary still in bed, slathering a scone with marmalade. It’s late in the day for breakfast, but from the looks of things, she’s just risen.
“It helps,” she says when I sit down in the cushioned chair near the bed.
I raise my eyebrows in question.
She licks the knife, orange jam coating her tongue. “With the headaches.”
Mary, Queen of Scots, is hungover.
That’s going to make this conversation delightful.
“I need to speak to you,” I say bluntly.
“Where have you been?” Mary wrinkles her nose. “You smell like a horse.”
“I’ve been uncovering a plot where your husband has been working with Red Caps in an attempt to murder you and throw Scotland into war,” I say.
Mary takes a bite of scone, her eyes widening.
“Your Highness, we need to lock the castle down,” I say. “Banish Darnley to one of the other royal residencies, if not the dungeons, while I investigate how far this goes. They’re targeting you specifically, and Darnley has allies—both fae and not. Strategically, we can close off the castle grounds, ensure the loyalty of everyone here, and defend both Scotland and your life from this secure location.”
“Oh.” Mary takes another bite of her scone, orange marmalade dripping onto her bed cover. Then she shakes her head. “No.”
“No?”
Mary winces; my voice was a bit too loud. “You’re forgetting something very important,” she says, and I’m not sure if her words come out a little slurred because she’s already cramming more scone in her mouth or because she’s actually still drinking wine.
I mentally go over every plan I made during the ride from Moyra’s bog back to Stirling. I’ll pull aside Cockburn and Strathglass to help me close ranks with the nobles—they’re Leths and powerful enough in court to get things done. The brownies can help me listen in on any secret meetings. I trust the staff implicitly and have already worked with Joseph to ensure wages are fair and any complaints are taken care of, which will help, I hope, with any thoughts of bribery or treachery. I can’t do much with the political guests—ambassadors and nobles from other courts. I cannot eliminate every risk, of course, but my plan is pretty solid, and…
“What have I forgotten?” I ask, flummoxed.
Mary rolls her eyes. “The party tonight.”
“We’ll cancel that, obviously,” I say. Mary planned for more than a week of official celebrations for the young prince’s christening, and I know there are several more unofficial ones in the works, but the religious deed is done, and these ongoing festivities are expensive, unnecessary, and too great a risk.
“Cancel?” Mary looks more affronted by this than the death threat I just delivered. “Absolutely not.”
“Mary, you have to be reasonable—”
“I am!” She raises her goblet to her lips, holding up a finger to silence me while she drinks. “This damned country is wet and cold and miserable ninety percent of the year, and the worst of it is right now. The only thing that keeps me from ripping out my hair and fleeing back to Paris is the fact that we can turn this castle into a little oasis of joy. You’ll not take that away from me.”
“I’m not!” I protest, my hands crushing my wool skirt. “The traitors conspiring for a coup and your murder are ruining your party!”
Mary waves her hand dismissively. “No one is going to attack Scotland in the winter.”
“I don’t think the traitors are going to consider the weather when they’re planning to kill you.”
Mary drains her goblet and flops down on her pillows, ignoring the plate of crumbs that spills over the bedcovers. “I’ve already told Darnley to go back to Kirk o’ Field and leave me be here, so that’s taken care of. But we’re not canceling the party. It’s not like my idiotic husband has an army in his pocket.”
“It’s exactly like that,” I growl. “Need I remind you of that weapon he brought into Holyrood, the way—”
Mary turns her head to me. “The way David was slaughtered in front of me? No. You need not remind me of that.” Her voice is ice.
“Darnley has found a way to sneak not just Red Cap weapons into Scotland but Red Caps themselves.”
“Who?” Mary says. She’s still lounging, but her eyes are sharper now. “Where are these Red Caps?”
Samson, I think. But if I tell her that, she’ll imprison him at the very least. No one in court will care; he’s English, and if it comes out that he’s not even truly a Scottish laird’s secretary, there’s every chance he’ll be executed for impersonating one, and that’s without his Red Cap blood.
My hands smooth out my skirt. Samson is my proof that Darnley’s rebellion is escalating, that Scotland is on the brink of disaster.
The humans will kill him for espionage if the truth comes out. He was sent by the queen of England’s closest spymaster. His head will be on a block. And if that doesn’t doom him, the Leths will kill him.
Even Moyra wanted me to kill Samson in front of her, and she’s a witch. The Scottish court will be less forgiving than her. Beira seemed accepting, but she would never step in and interfere with such mundane affairs as preventing his death.
“Well?” Mary asks.
I keep my lips pressed shut and swallow down my secrets.
My grandfather told me once that the key to the Graham legacy is that our ancestors never hesitated in their loyalty.
But…maybe it’s time for me to question who I most want to be loyal to.
“There is no Red Cap at court,” I lie. Then I raise my eyes to meet hers. “Yet,” I add more firmly. “Because they are coming. And a little snow and ice won’t stop an invasion.”
Mary’s head lolls on her pillow. “Well, they’re not coming tonight, so we may as well have a feast.”
“Mary!” I’m unable to keep the frustration out of my voice.
The queen closes her eyes. “Dismissed,” she says.
I close ranks the best I can. Cockburn and Strathglass scurry to obey my orders, but it will be that much harder to keep the castle safe if the doors are flung open for the party. Anyone can sneak in, hiding behind a lace mask and goblets of wine. I give Kitty pure butter, which she eats by the fistful, promising to continue to help, and I’ve sent for the glaistigs to return.
But soon enough, I’m left with one cold realization:
I need to tell my father about this.
All of it.
Or…I should. I should tell him about Samson. What if Samson’s Red Cap tendencies are triggered in battle and I cannot take him out? The Seelie Court needs to know.
If I can muster the courage to bare that part of myself that I wish I could keep locked safely away in my heart.
I go to the stables again. I already smell like a barn; what’s one more ride? The sun is starting to set now, but the party won’t be in full swing for hours yet. I could walk, but a fast horse is what I need now, not just for the speed but for the way I can let my worrying thoughts fly behind me like my billowing cloak. I go north by the old paths.
At the Bridge of Allan, I feel a pull, a whisper of magic strong enough to make me slow my horse and then stop, letting the creature breathe heavy clouds that hang in the cold air. I stand in the stirrups, looking around until I see—
The bean-nighe.
The washerwoman kneels at the creek. She scrubs at a piece of white linen.
I did not come here to meet the bean-nighe, but the fae clearly wants me to see her.
Her hunched body stills as if she senses me watching her. When she looks up, her eyes are like glittering hunks of hardened coal, not a trace of white around them. She smiles at me, a mouth full of sharpened white tips, a pointed reminder that she is not human.
Silently, she holds up the laundry she was working with in the cold, gray water.
It’s the same shirt as before, the one that had been in her basket, due to be washed after the one of the man I murdered. The linen is marred with soot and dark grime—although most of the stains are gone now. It must belong to a rich man, one who’s tall and slender.
I am certain that I will be seeing this shirt again soon, on the body of someone pulled from some sort of fire. And when I see the smoke and flames, I will know the washerwoman is done with her chore, her prophecy fulfilled.
“Soon,” she says, the word quiet but sure.
Soon. There’s no use arguing with fate, no way to delay it.
I kick my horse, going farther north. There’s no way to outrun fate either, but I’ll damn well try.
There are various areas where the space between Scotland and the Seelie Court is thin, like where I met with the glaistig or even Moyra’s bog. Some of these spots are marked with ancient stone rings erected by the Picts or the Celts. I’ve heard there are even circles of standing stones in England, but if they once led to the fae world, those portals have long since been closed.
I reach the Beltane Stone soon enough, the last remnant of what was once a great portal, a ring of megaliths that, one by one, have broken and fallen. But the stone circle isn’t the portal itself, just the marker of one.
I don’t have time to fight my way into the Seelie Court, but I can at least raise the alarm. I toss my reins over a low-hanging tree branch and walk up to the stone.
This would be so much easier if I knew my father’s true name, I think. I could have used the mirror and comb like I called Lady Lennox with. But despite being his daughter, I am not trusted with that information.
I trace a four-pointed knot pattern over the hard gray rock. While it still glows, I lean close and whisper my father’s open name, the one he gives to anyone. The stone is powerful enough that I know my message can reach him with just that.
My words will go directly into his mind. I choose them carefully.
“Be warned. The Red Caps have found a weakness in the wall. Traitors at the human court.” I take a breath, release it. “War is coming to both our lands.”
My magical mark fades from the stone.
For a moment, I wait, my breath caged behind my tightly pressed lips. My father is high-ranking in the court, a prince with power that most fae cannot even comprehend. I know my message got to him.
I know he could come—right now—if he wanted.
I release my breath.
It doesn’t matter that he’s my father.
Like all fae, he will come only in his own time and not a single damned moment before.
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Samson
It’s not hard to find out where Darnley is—one question to a passing servant, and she points me to his rooms. I don’t miss how she shudders when she says it and gives me a distrustful, fearful look until I dismiss her.
I’m one of his lackeys. Rumor’s already spreading. Lord Latimer’s secretary went out hunting with Darnley and helped the drunk bastard to his room after the ball last night. I’m part of his group now, and people fear me.
They should.
It’s good if news spreads that I’m dangerous.
I tell myself that, repeat it over and over like saying it is a penance. I’m dangerous. Each lash of those words cuts deeper until I’m all internal bleeding, but I can’t afford to forget. Can’t afford to get complacent. It’s a responsibility, what I am, and I ain’t about to let it get away from me, not now.
I stop outside Darnley’s chambers.
How do I wanna play this? Go in, pretend to be his loyal supplicant still?
Nausea is potent and tart, grabbing my stomach in a lurch.
Just one more time. Swallow it down, so I can bring him down.
The only thing I gotta focus on is getting Darnley to confess what Red Cap weapon he’s fixing to use so we can stop Mary from being killed.
A slow breath does nothing to soothe my disgust or calm my racing heart. My hands are shaking, muscles sore from the ride or maybe just from how tight I’m holding myself.
I knock once. A beat passes, and a voice calls me to enter.
Inside, Darnley’s in the middle of packing, overseeing servants putting his shit into chests. He’s barking at a man who’s bent double in apology, the whole atmosphere of the room tense with discomfort, waiting for a blow to land.
Darnley whips a scowl at me.
The last thing I expect is for him to grin. It’s like whatever he was upset about vanishes instantly, and the full brunt of his sudden happiness feels like a hand around my throat.
I can’t shake the overwhelming feeling I just walked into a trap.
Before I can say anything, Darnley snaps at the room, “Leave us.”
The servants hop to obey. In a flash, they’re gone, shutting the door in their wake.
It’s just me and Darnley. My eyes go to the fireplace, where a low flame burns. Is Kitty here or one of the other brownies?
My throat scratches as I swallow. “Sir?”
Darnley’s smile goes a bit cruel. A sick, obnoxious twist. “We heard you were out with that Leth bitch,” he says, and my hands ball into reactive fists that I keep locked at my sides.
“She offended you last night,” I try, saying it through my teeth. Hopefully he takes my anger as on his behalf, the self-centered prat. “I thought I could get in with her, figure out what she—”
“Get in with her,” he echoes.
Then he’s laughing. Hysterical, giddy laughter. Holding his stomach, howling to the floor.
My jaw drops. Unease prickles up my arms.
Darnley sobers, wiping away tears. “Look at you, positioning yourself just so without even being told. You are the only weapon we have ever needed. Perfect, Samuel. Perfect.”
My whole body goes stiff.
Weapon.
No.
Oh no.
“We are leaving for Kirk o’ Field,” Darnley continues. He smooths a wrinkle in his sleeve. “Now is the time—you will finish this for us tonight. Do you need incentive, or are you equipped to proceed yourself?”
“You want me to—”
“Kill her. Yes.” Annoyance mars his face now, and he nods at the door. “Go. Finish it.”
I see all my errors now. Every single one rippling up around me in a knotted rope of my own stupidity.
I’m the tool Cecil mentioned in the letter.
I’m the weapon.
My jaw sets, body seizing against the shaking in my muscles. I won’t let them go.
“I’m not gonna kill your wife for you.”
Darnley freezes. His own muscles lock up. “Excuse me?”
“I’m not. Killing. Your wife.” I say each beat behind my teeth.
Guess pretending to supplicate to him is done.
“I’m not gonna do anything for you,” I tell him. “I’m done being used, by you or Cecil. I’m not your bloody weapon.”
The look in Darnley’s eyes is cold and detached, the most I’ve seen him be manipulative and not infantile. “You would refuse us? You were supposed to die, you realize. After you crossed the border, we arranged to kill you, as you were useful only in testing the crossing. But you proved yourself, and we decided to keep you. So that is your glorious purpose now: you are still alive to serve us.”
The attack on that village at the border. The birds, not-birds, whatever they were. It was meant to kill me?
I turn for the door. “I’m done with you—”
Something shatters against the wood before I can open it. A vase or a wine bottle.
I look over my shoulder in time to see another object flying my way—this one definitely a wine bottle. I duck, but it clips my temple, and when I drop to my knees, it isn’t just pain that lances through me.
It’s fury.
He’s actually attacking me.
This foolish arsehole who’s allied with my father.
This drunk moron who’s been fumbling an assassination because he’s too insecure to rule beneath his wife.
He’s attacking me.
I straighten. Slowly.
Everything in my body is calming. There’s only a sizzle, a single flame in the center of my stomach.
I won’t slip into a rage because of this man. He isn’t worth it.
“It’s over, Darnley,” I say, level, flat.
He’s panting, holding a small box, delirium in his eyes, frantic hunger. “Yes. It is.”
He releases the box. It spins through the air, but I see it coming and step aside—
Only for another object, one I didn’t see, to smash into the side of my head.
More pain.
More anger.
No. No.
I grit my teeth, muscles spasming with the strain, hands in fists. No. Darnley won’t get to me this easy.
“You will obey us,” Darnley snarls, holding more items, poised to throw. “It is all you are good for. You think your father would find another use for you? A Red Cap who refuses to kill. You are nothing. Bet you did get in with that Leth bitch, didn’t you? She spread her legs, and you fell for that—”
Black spots swim along the edges of my vision, hinting at an abyss, just beyond the horizon.
The next thing I know, I’ve got Darnley pressed up against the wall by the fireplace, my hands in his doublet, my face contorted in a snarl.
Darnley titters a frantic laugh. “Ah, there you are. That Leth girl really did do a number on you, didn’t she?”
“Stop talking about her,” I demand, but Darnley only grins, unfazed by my grip on him.
“Oh, we don’t think we will. See, we need you angry. So maybe we should tell you of all the ways we’ve imagined finally breaking that Leth bitch?”
I thrust my hands against his throat, briefly choking him. “Stop calling her that.”
“She’s stubborn for a woman,” he says. “Breaking her would have to be slow. Take a while. We have a room just for it in one of our manors—thick walls. No one would hear her screams.”
Darkness sweeps over me. A heavy, resolute weight. And for a moment, I let it settle, let it conform to my shape and soul.
But Darnley’s speaking still.
I can barely hear him. There’s only the beat of my pulse. The rush of blood in my ears and my veins and everywhere, the rush of blood in his veins—I could empty them all.
And the moment I realize that—
The moment I think that—
I want it.
I want every drop of blood in his body. I want to lay it all out and stand over it like a dragon over its hoard.
The wanting’s been there all along, and I never knew it, never listened to it because I feared it so much.
Distantly, I think this is why I feared it. Because it’ll eat me raw.
“—the High Blade used it to control the Red Cap armies,” Darnley’s saying. “Otherwise, what good are mindless droves of bloodthirsty warriors if we can’t direct them? Learned that lesson with the red mist stone. I got the rebels to attack, but they killed a worthless secretary.”
My head shakes. Attention focuses. “What?”
“The way the High Blade controls the Red Cap armies,” he says smugly. “Your dear father sent us that little bit of information for this very moment. We can control you. We merely needed you to be angry first, and you will kill her for me. Now.”
I release him only to wind my fist. I’ll break his face to pieces. I can see it already, the carnage smeared across the stones; they’ll never be able to get them clean.
STOP, I scream at myself. This is what he wants—he wants me mad, wants me to break—
I hold, my fist wound, sweat prickling across my scalp and down my back.
Walk out of this room. Walk out and regroup with Alyth. LEAVE.
But Darnley starts speaking.
Reciting something, words I hear but can’t make sense of, the way the writing swam on that letter I found. It’s a spell, magic draped around sweet nothings, and suddenly I’m rearing away from him, hands on my head, pain screaming through my skull.
No, no, NO—
I lunge at Darnley, but he keeps speaking these not-words until I collapse to the floor.
The black spots widen, grow and grow; all that anger he stoked in my body is like kindling to this spell, sparks catching and spreading and feeding.
“I won’t kill her,” I grit out, hands digging into my temples, pulling on my hair. Strain makes everything both rock-solid and brittle. I think my teeth crack with the effort of trying to hold on, trying to resist the inferno within and without. “I won’t kill Mary, I won’t—”
Darnley crouches in front of me. I want to attack him again. Rip him to shreds with my own fingers, but the will and the action are disconnected.
Something else is there already.
A new task. A new focus.
My vision fades, black falling over me like a veil before I blink and shake my head, fighting. I can’t pass out. I won’t.
Darnley smirks at me. “Who said anything about killing Mary?”
The shock of it has my last feeble foothold in reality going slack.
If not Mary, then—
Darnley speaks again, his lips moving, and that spell wraps around me, weaving all sorts of grotesque, wonderful promises. It’s whispers and sweetness and torture and all things I never let myself have.
I’m gone.
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Alyth
Mary is determined to keep the festivities alive with wine and music if nothing else, and neither cold weather nor the threat of death will stop her.
Darnley’s gone at least.
Only a few hours’ hard ride away, at Kirk o’ Field in Edinburgh. Not nearly far enough. I want Darnley out of Scotland. I want him out of this entire realm. If my father believed me, then perhaps he will take Darnley to be tried by the Seelie Court. That would be the only way I could feel safe with that man still alive. That or if Beira swooped down and took care of him, but I cannot rely on the fae goddess to step in. She will no doubt help, but I cannot dictate in what way.
And once Darnley’s dealt with and the wall fully secured, I’m…
Leaving.
Not Scotland. I can’t leave Scotland with the wall. But I don’t have to stay at a court I’m miserable in, doing a job for a father who doesn’t care about me.
It’s time for me to live the life I want to live.
I just have to survive long enough to claim it.
I scan the crowd again. Music swells, almost inaudible with the noise the guests make, but several people dance in one part of the hall. I watch as an older couple slowly moves together, hands touching. Younger dancers draw more attention, but it’s the way the old man supports his wife’s back, the way she steps closer to him and rests her head on his shoulder that makes my eyes burn. The man lifts his wife’s hand to his lips as the music fades, kissing her knuckles.
The moment shatters as a drunk lady stumbles into me, slurring out an apology. There are more people here than at last night’s revelry. More wine too. Which means, of course, more trouble.
The decorations look woeful now, the wooden castle partially broken, the boughs of greenery already wilting, the reused costumes bedraggled.
“He’s not here.” The Green Lady was gracious enough to bring the glaistigs back tonight.
“Who?” I ask.
“That red lad of yours.”
My fury rises, a defense of him, of me—but then I realize she’s speaking of Samson’s hair, not his nature. Does she know? She recognized he had more power than most other Leths but not what type. Moyra wouldn’t have told her—not out of loyalty to me but merely because she avoids most fae, making exceptions only for a few Leths.
“Is he off with that other man, the tall one?” the Green Lady asks.
“Darnley? Yes.” I scowl. It occurs to me that while Queen Mary told me her husband had retreated, I didn’t have time to confirm that for myself. And I’ve not seen Samson since the stables. He wasn’t in his rooms when I knocked on his door earlier. I thought he’d be here already.
It’s nothing. Darnley probably took too long to retreat to Edinburgh, or Samson is chasing after some clue he left behind. Still…
I shouldn’t have sent Samson after Darnley, I think. As far as I know, the king consort still believes Samson is on his side, but what if that’s changed? What if Darnley somehow knew Samson didn’t support him? I shouldn’t have sent Samson to the man. He shouldn’t have listened. He should have argued with me. He should have fought. That’s what men do—they argue and don’t listen and—
And Samson respects me too much to treat me the way Darnley treats Mary or my father treats me.
The Green Lady makes a sound in the back of her throat. A group of men dressed as centaurs, their backsides lumpy cushions with broomstraw for tails, prances by.
The Green Lady frowns. “I do not understand humans.”
“Neither do I,” I mutter.
I scan the Great Hall anxiously. Where is Samson? I give myself a physical shake. I trust him. And that means I trust he can handle himself.
Regardless, I can’t really lose myself to the revelries at the moment. I drift along the edges of the party. While Mary is usually one for dancing, I’m surprised to find her tucked into a quiet corner, holding her baby while nurses and maids wait nearby. I suppose the party is technically for him.
I have been loyal to Queen Mary since she first arrived in Scotland, dressed in mourning white, so pale and sad, she looked like a ghost. I stood beside her when she chose Darnley as her next husband, despite disagreeing with her. I watched as men opposed her, berated her, used her, and abused her, and I begged her to take action—for herself and for her country.
But in this moment, as she bends her head down to her cooing baby’s face, whispering promises to him, for the first time since I met her…
She looks happy.
Then her eyes lift. She sees me, and the joy falls from her face. I cannot help but feel the sting of that, bitter and sharp.
“Come to berate me more?”
I cannot tell if her tone is tired or frustrated.
“No,” I say quietly.
She huffs, not satisfied.
There’s some sort of disturbance near the corridor, but I keep my focus on Mary. The Green Lady and the other glaistigs will protect us from any harm tonight.
“Mary, I only care about—”
“Your duty, I know.”
The air leaves my body. She’s right.
“I care about you too,” I offer weakly.
She smiles, and it’s clear she doesn’t believe me.
A shout from across the hall, the sound of pottery smashing on the stone floor. That’s not the first goblet that will be sacrificed to clumsy drunkards tonight.
“We should be friends,” I say. For all the years I’ve known her, I’ve kept the queen at a distance. Perhaps I have judged her too harshly before. We have had very different lives, but our goals are the same.
Much like me and Samson.
Besides, perhaps I have been closing myself off too much. Samson saw right through me, but he wasn’t wrong. It has been lonely, seeing every person as a threat to be assessed rather than a friend to be made.
Mary looks down at her baby’s face. “That would be—”
Whatever she is going to say is cut off by a nearby scream. The baby instantly wakes, screeching, and the nurse rushes to him at the same time as two of the queen’s maids shout for a guard. I whirl around, prepared to attack Darnley, magic sparking in my fingers, but—
It’s not Darnley.
It’s Samson.
Samson with a dagger raised high, the tip glinting in the firelight. He’s a dozen or more paces away but coming fast.
And his eyes—a horrid, plain, dull green, empty of all light and emotion.
Something tugs inside me, an alarm ricocheting through my system, a warning, a reminder of the oath he made me swear—
I push it away.
“Samson!” I shout. I have forgotten about magic, about everything. Because this is Samson but not the Samson I know, not the man full of wonder who seeks joy despite all hardships. There’s no smirk quirking up his lips, no crinkle on his brow, no…no anything.
He is nothing but a shell, empty. Just like in Moyra’s cabin, but worse somehow, moving like this, with such purpose.
He’s holding a blade.
Aimed for my heart.
And I, fool that I am, cannot even move.
Samson, I want to say, his name choking my throat, trapped there so that I cannot even breathe.
He looks dead. It’s not just his slack face, his empty expression…
He has no aura. None at all. That realization stills me. I have never seen this before. Asleep, yes, there’s nothing but a wisp, but this hollow space around him, the utter lack of color, of life…
Samson’s arm crashes down on me, the tip of the blade sinking into my skin. Sharp, metallic pain bursts through my senses, and I stumble back at the same time as something fast whizzes by, glancing off Samson’s arm and helping to deflect the blow.
An arrow. Blood blossoms over the new cut on Samson’s forearm, but it barely stops him. Dimly, I’m aware of the arrow striking the wall behind us, a woman screaming, the sound of hooves as the glaistigs rush to us.
But my attention is focused on the way Samson steps closer, the way his blade rises again, preparing to deliver the killing blow. He shows no pain at his injury, nor any mercy before me.
“This isn’t you. This isn’t you.” The words pour out of my lips, a prayer I cannot stop chanting.
Nothing.
He had control before. Something must have happened. Must have changed.
I sent him to Darnley. The last thing I said to Samson was an order to go to the most loathsome man in the country.
The man who knows what Samson is. Who has had Red Cap weapons before.
Maybe he’s used some other weapon on Samson, something to trigger his Red Cap bloodlust…
Or maybe Samson was the weapon all along.
Rage brings my magic back to me. I raise my hands as Samson strikes, the blade sliding off the shield I make. Behind me, I’m aware of Mary and the baby being dragged away by guards. Samson shifts his weight, attacking again ruthlessly, slamming the blade so hard into my shield that I feel it start to give way. At least he’s distracted by attacking me, allowing the queen to get to safety.
The Green Lady slams into him from the side, and Samson goes flying, the silvery glint of his blade catching in the firelight as it clatters to the floor. Another glaistig leaps up, grabbing Samson by the shoulders and driving him into the stone floor so hard, his body goes limp. I stagger forward, reaching for him, but a rush of men pushes me back like stormy waves beating a capsizing ship. They’re all shouting:
“Darnley’s man tried to kill the queen!”
“Seize him!”
“Protect Scotland!”
The glaistig melt away, letting the men take Samson now that he’s incapacitated. I catch the Green Lady watching me, and my hand goes to my chest, blood smearing but already dark and thick; that wound will heal. She nods at me and backs away.
“Those costumed players were quick to help,” I hear one of the men mutter.
“Let me through.” I push past him, struggling to get to the center of the crowd that’s formed.
Samson is already bound with ropes wrapped around his middle, prone on the floor, but by the time I get to him, his eyes blearily open and lock instantly with mine. His aura has returned, a sickening green shade of guilt.
“Alyth,” he whispers.
One of the men kicks Samson, swift and hard, right in the stomach. The breath wheezes out of him. “Don’t you dare talk to the lady,” he snarls. Joseph.
I know without any words exchanged between us that he’s thinking of his brother’s murder. The rage snarling across his twisted face is palpable.
I put my hand on his elbow. “No one was seriously hurt,” I say in a soft voice, but my eyes are on Samson, on the way he visibly melts in relief even as his eyes seek mine. There’s no malice in them. Only confusion and fear.
Other men reach down and grab Samson’s ropes, dragging him up roughly. Samson doesn’t seem to care; he stares at my chest, at the blood streaked across my pale skin. He looks as if he’s going to vomit, his eyes wide, his expression filled with horror.
As he’s dragged away, Joseph draws closer to me. “What is happening?” His voice is low.
I raise a small bubble of privacy around us. “I don’t know.”
“Darnley again? With Red Cap weapons like before?”
My face goes slack.
Samson was the weapon this time.
“He’s never going to stop, is he?” Joseph asks. “He’ll keep attacking the queen, and he doesn’t care who is killed along the way.”
I nod again, but my mind is racing.
When Darnley used the weapon at Holyrood, it made the men mindless murderers. David threw himself in front of the queen, and the men succumbed to bloodlust.
It was chaotic, but it wasn’t a direct attack.
This time though…
Samson walked through an entire crowd of people. That dagger had been gleaming bright, not stained with blood. When he lifted the blade, he struck with purpose.
He attacked me.
Not the queen.
Darnley used Samson as a weapon because he could give Samson a target. Not Mary. Me.
What did that letter say?
The royal bitch needs to be brought down.
We thought that was about Queen Mary. Of course we thought that. But…
My father is a prince.
I am royalty among the fae, even if a bastard.
I close my eyes, forcing myself to remember that night when David was killed. He was outside my protective bubble, one I threw up around me, the queen, and Lady Argyll. We had all assumed Darnley’s target was the queen…
But it could have been me. Just like the needle in the sewing box could have been passed to me, same as the other weapons I’ve intercepted. Darnley knew I would be the first line of defense to anything sent to the queen.
I have no doubt that Darnley would not mourn Mary’s death if she were caught in the cross fire like David was, but…
He’s a puppet on Cecil’s strings. And while Cecil, as the English spymaster, would have a vested interest in killing Queen Mary, if he really is a Red Cap, he’d also have a vested interest in killing me.
Because if I fall, so does the wall.
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Samson
I’m underwater, all the world gone muffled and distant and dulled.
Men haul me from the great room. I feel bruises from the rope, from their fingers; I feel pain from being kicked in the stomach, and I think I taste iron. But it’s all obsolete.
There was blood on Alyth’s chest.
The water I’m under fills my lungs. Inch by inch, it rises, saturating my body. That’s what I feel. Not pain, not horror, not guilt.
Drowning.
I’m drowning.
Voices speak, and I’m outside.
“…orders to throw him in a cell—”
“He will be dealt with.”
“But, sir—”
“He will be dealt with. You question us?”
A crack—a fist, maybe? A strike. Then the jingle of coins hitting the ground.
“For your silence.”
I’m limp, choking on each breath, fighting to stop breathing entirely.
I want it to take me. The water. The crushing weight of it.
But I’m so aware of my heart thumping heavily in my chest, and it just goes on and on, taunting me.
Why’d I have to wake up? Why couldn’t this time have been the one when the blackout just took me permanently?
My ropes are removed, and before I can complain about that—don’t release me, don’t let me free—I’m tossed into someplace dark. A cell, likely. But I still smell the outside, so we’re not back in the castle, and it rocks a bit—a wagon?
The coins. The argument. It was Darnley.
Two benches sit opposite each other on either side of where I crouch on the floor, the whole interior done up in something that shimmers in the dull moonlight. Silk? Velvet? A carriage.
I’m thinking all this, but everything’s still numb. Just filling lungs. Crushing weight.
I stabbed Alyth.
I tried to kill her.
And worse, worse than everything—I remember it.
I never remembered other blackouts. Because they weren’t against anyone I cared for? Because they happened so quick?
Because this one was forced on me under Darnley’s controlling spell?
I remember wanting Alyth’s blood like it was the cure for all ails. I wanted to flay her rib cage and stand drenched in her life force and soar. The visions I had of what I’d do to her are so visceral, I might as well have done it. They’re living images, thoughts that race across my head and back again with sights, sounds, smells—
She was right. About me, about everything. She was right not to trust me. She was right to try to kill me.
She was right.
I don’t move on the floor of the carriage. I stay perfectly still and will myself to go under fully.
After a while—hours? minutes?—a door opens and shuts, and the frame rocks again. Horses whinny, and then the wagon’s in motion, moving forward.
A boot nudges me. “You’re awake.” Darnley. It isn’t a question.
It’s nearly total blackness, with hazy moonlight illuminating the space. I shift upright, still on the floor, and just barely make out Darnley’s scowl before pain explodes in my cheek.
Instinct has me lifting my hand, in defense or attack, I don’t know—but Darnley’s quick to start reciting that spell I both can’t understand and hear too much, the one that makes pain lance through my head and pushes me toward a subservient blackout.
“You obey us,” he reminds me with a snarl. “You cannot turn on us, you useless piece of shit.”
Another blow, his fist cracking hard across my cheekbone, and I just take it.
“You had one task.” His knuckles slam into the side of my head where I’m hunched down, barely shielding myself. “You had one measly task. Kill the Leth guardian. That was all. How damn hard is it to put a dagger in her chest?” Another punch. This one catches the side of my throat, and I wheeze involuntarily. “Worthless—goddamn disgrace—”
Each word is matched with a punch, and I’m curled fully in on myself, but I don’t fight back. I’ve got nothing left. No reaction, no feelings, no thoughts.
Monsters don’t have those things, do they? They don’t deserve them.
I’m shutting down. Breath by breath, heartbeat by heartbeat, my whole body’s failing, and I ache all over, but the internal is far worse than whatever Darnley’s taking out on my external.
When his rage is sated, he sinks back against the carriage seat, breathing hard. “Once the dust settles, you will correct this error. You’ll kill the queen’s lapdog.”
“No.” It warbles out of me. Blooms and bursts from somewhere within the rubble.
My whole mouth is nothing but the sour tang of blood now, one eye swelling, jaw and chin aching and raw.
Darnley kicks me in the side, and I cry out. Blood fills my mouth, and I spit it on the floor of this pristine carriage, coming down on my hands and waiting there like his own lapdog.
“You will kill her,” Darnley repeats. Something sloshes; he’s drinking, of course. “You serve us. You are ours. This isn’t over. This isn’t over until that bitch is dead.”
“No,” I say again. It’s barely a sound, just a movement of my lips.
But my refusal doesn’t matter, does it? I’d refused before Darnley’s spell took hold of me, and I still went after her on his orders.
I huddle there, aching inside and out, my only solace in knowing Alyth’s bound to her word. I’ve proven myself a danger now.
Next time she faces me, she’ll stop me.
But that relief is so short-lived, it doesn’t register. Because she’ll be alone again, won’t she? I offered her help, and that help vanished just as quick as my relief. Those moments we had, her actually smiling, some of that weight lifting from her shoulders—it’s all gone now.
I sway with the rock of the wagon, the stench of blood and Darnley’s wine tart in the darkness. The windows are open, and a breeze gusts in, briefly countering the smells with the tang of winter cold, the earthy musk of packed dirt, the crispness of dried leaves.
I see us on the moors, camping when we first met.
I see us at Mary’s ball, dancing under the glittering magic lights.
I see us in the goblin market, my lips on hers.
It should be that easy. It should be that right.
She deserves that.
I’m sorry. I don’t even mouth the words, not wanting Darnley to think they’re at all for him. I just force them out in my head, will them to somehow permeate the ether to her.
I’m so sorry, Alyth.
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Alyth
Despite the attack causing a commotion, the party still goes on. Enough people assume it was a drunken assault that they merrily continue dancing and playing dice and guzzling wine. But after Mary ensures her baby is safe in his nursery, with guards stationed around him, she calls a handful of trusted lairds to meet with her immediately in the chapel: Bothwell, Argyll, her half brother Moray, as well as Cockburn and Strathglass, there at my request.
And me, of course.
I raise my eyebrow at the queen when Bothwell walks in beside her, not behind. She shakes her head subtly. Moray knows of the fae through Mary; Argyll’s wife is a Leth, and so are Cockburn and Strathglass. They understand the stakes and what else is at play. But Bothwell…
Feck, she wants to climb into bed with him. A flick of my eyes confirms my suspicions: Mary has told Bothwell everything. He’s still loyal though. And still looking for his own gain in all this.
The chapel is close to the Great Hall, but no one here tonight is thinking of praying instead of partying. Mary dabs holy water on her head and chest as she makes the sign of the cross, dipping into a curtsy before the crucifix while the men and I cluster in the narthex.
“Another attempt on the queen’s life,” Moray utters darkly.
“Aye, and from Latimer’s secretary?” Argyll says, turning the statement into a question.
“He said he came from Latimer, but he’s been hunting and drinking with Darnley quite a lot,” Bothwell says.
I feel the need to defend Samson. “He was assigned to spy on Darnley, or did you forget the queen’s orders?”
Bothwell glowers. “Convenient for the lad, no? He’s English. Darnley probably paid him off.”
Bothwell is the only laird in the group who has not commented once about the vivid red line slashed on my pale skin above my bodice; all the others offered sympathy when we arrived. The cut is shallow but angry and red, aching.
“He is not working for Darnley,” I state, biting off each word.
Bothwell rolls his eyes. “You would think almost being stabbed to death by him would make you less enamored of the boy. A pretty face caught your eye, and suddenly you’ll forgive murder.”
My eyes narrow. I have swallowed down every dark thought, working in silence for the good of all, willing to accept being ignored if I can do my job, but I will not stand for this a second longer. He may not fully know my role in the realms, but he knows enough.
“You would think after all this time, you could pull your head out of your arse and learn to trust what I have to say, knowing that I speak from more knowledge than you have and more motivation than my own personal gain.”
Bothwell sputters, but I feel Cockburn and Strathglass straighten behind me. I don’t know if the insolent mince head shuts his gob because I have two strong Leth men glaring him down or because I’ve finally said out loud the thoughts I’ve only whispered to myself before, but at least he doesn’t open his mouth again. And there’s a thread of silver in his aura—he may not want to admit it to even himself, but the man fears me.
Good.
Mary approaches, eyes flicking between us. I feel a little satisfied when she turns to me, giving me her full attention. “What happened?”
“Darnley controlled Samson in a…similar way to how he controlled the rebels who attacked at Holyrood.”
Mary hides her terror well, but I see the hint of a quiver in her lip, the glassiness to her gaze. “He will stop at nothing to kill me.”
I shake my head. “He wasn’t trying to kill you. He was trying to kill me.”
Mary’s eyes widen.
“And David?” she asks softly, stepping closer to me. It’s like none of the men are here—it’s just her and me, and we’re back in Holyrood, watching the rebels stab David over and over and over again.
“I think, even then, he was after me, not you,” I say. I’ve gone over it a dozen times in my head; every attack we assumed would go to her could have been meant for me. As with each of Darnley’s attempts, none were focused enough for me to be sure of his target.
There’s something like relief on her face. “I… He put our baby at risk,” she says, her hand dropping to her belly. “But if he didn’t mean to…”
“Make no mistake,” I say, “your husband obviously doesn’t care who is hurt in his attempts to murder me.” I laugh bitterly. “It’s clear he wanted to make a statement—using Red Cap weapons and then…using Samson. He could have slit my throat in the night and been done with me, but he made a show of it on purpose, not caring about collateral damage.”
Her face hardens. “Are you saying that is all my death would be to him? Collateral damage?”
I’m not sure if Mary is angrier that Darnley didn’t care if she got hurt or that she wasn’t “important” enough to be the target of the attack.
“Her?” Bothwell can’t help but protest. “That girl is no one.”
I raise my eyebrow at the queen. Perhaps she hasn’t told him everything.
“Bothwell,” Mary says, her voice icy. “You are dismissed.”
He gives her a look full of meaning, one that sets my teeth on edge. I know Mary is close to him; in fact, if she were not religious, I’d have waged coin they were having an affair. Whatever inside meaning their shared look has, Bothwell only nods once tightly and bows to the queen before storming out of the chapel.
What distracts me is their auras. Mary just dismissed Bothwell, but…he’s not mad about that. He has some sort of intent to his strides as he leaves, an intent I don’t know. And Mary’s fear, which had flared so brightly before, has settled down into something almost like…satisfaction?
Although not Leth, Moray knows enough to figure this is more than simple human politics at play. “What do we need to do to defend…” He pauses; he’s used to deferring to the queen’s safety. “To defend you, Lady Alyth?”
I look at the small cluster of people around me. Mary, Moray, and Argyll will be able to spread word among the loyal nobles and guards of a threat that the humans will understand. Probably best to keep telling people the attack was meant for the queen. But Cockburn and Strathglass, as Leths, understand that the threat is more visceral.
At my prompting, the queen pulls Moray and Argyll aside. I’ll give her some credit—now that the danger’s at the gate, she is at least taking it seriously. I face Cockburn and Strathglass.
“We have to consider the very real possibility that the wall is about to be breached by the Red Caps,” I tell them, quickly relaying the warnings from Beira, although I withhold the way the High Blade spoke through Samson.
Cockburn is not just the queen’s chamberlain; he was also a captain in the royal guard. His face grows grim at my news. “We will fight,” he says.
There’s no question of that. “We will have to.”
Strathglass eyes me. “Red Cap weapons have made it through the wall, but that does not mean the Red Caps themselves—”
I have to tell the truth. The security of two worlds depends on it. “Samson is a Red Cap Leth.”
Cockburn curses, his hand going to his sword. “I will kill him for you.”
I shake my head. “No. He has Red Cap blood, but he is good. And he is in control of his…bloodlust state.”
“That was not control, Lady Alyth.” Pity tinges with kindness in Laird Strathglass’s voice. He thinks I’ve gone soft, like Bothwell believed. Am I that transparent?
I have spent my entire time at court feeling invisible, but apparently there were more eyes on me than I ever realized.
“You’re right.” I take a deep, shuddering breath. “When I spoke to the Queen of Winter, she informed me…the High Blade still lives and is leading the charge against the wall. And whatever spell of command was on Samson…that reeks of the type of controlling magic the High Blade used to such devastating effect.”
Both men pale at that.
Samson’s empty aura reminded me of that particular story. Mindless murder machines who never tire—who, in fact, grow stronger as the battle rages on—would be of little use if there were no way to command them and direct who was attacked. The High Blade, the leader of all Red Caps, knew a secret spell to control them.
I am confident that is what made Samson attack me. Even if I had not seen his eyes, had not watched him struggle against his nature, I would still not believe he had attacked me of his own free will.
I was so angry before. But on the other side of my rage, there is only clarity.
Samson was controlled. And no one would know that spell of power without learning it from the High Blade.
My stomach clenches. Cecil is at the heart of all this. He could be the High Blade. He used his own son to test the amulet from Darnley’s family, and he was already in communication with Darnley, giving him orders. I can see it so clearly—Darnley would be the obvious choice of regent for his infant son if Mary were killed, and then Cecil could manipulate him into a marriage with Queen Elizabeth. She’d be a pawn in the plan, but that marriage would give Darnley—but really Cecil—the entire British island to rule and access to the Seelie Court.
If Cecil is the High Blade, he could have shared the spell with Darnley.
Hells below, he could already be here. He knows the amulet works; he could have breached the wall with another.
Which means…
Not just a few Red Cap weapons used for assassination attempts or single Red Caps capable of breaking through the wall.
But a whole Red Cap army, controlled by the High Blade.
“The guards took Samson to the dungeons,” Cockburn states. “Our first order of business will be to interrogate him.”
All eyes to me, even the queen’s as she comes back to our group with the others. “I agree,” I say. “I’ll do it.”
Moray starts to protest, but Strathglass puts a hand on his arm. “She will see the truth more than any other.”
I shudder, remembering the way Samson’s aura evaporated when he was controlled.
“And after that, I will contact my father,” I say. “I will demand reinforcements.”
Mary’s lips twitch in a snarl she’s quick to hide. She doesn’t like being reminded that I’m royalty too. I don’t like remembering my father either, but I can no longer hope that he’ll notice me and my message and deign to grace us with his presence. The threat is here, I’m certain of that, and we need more than just a human army to fight them back. The fae may be oblivious to human time, but my father can’t ignore me if I drag him back here by his pointed ear.
I send Cockburn and Strathglass to warn the others. Not just here in Stirling but in all of Scotland. Every Leth has their own connections, like I do with Moyra. Magic tied to the land means they have the strongest links close to their homes, and no doubt my warning will set all of magical Scotland on high alert.
Moray and Argyll also leave at Mary’s command to assign more watches for the castle and examine the troops at hand. It won’t be enough, but at least they’re all taking the threat seriously.
When the men are gone, Mary meets my eyes and draws closer. “Not exactly the night I was expecting,” she says.
I laugh ruefully and turn to leave the chapel. All I want to do now is see Samson. I cannot get that pained look he gave me when he woke up from the spell out of my mind, the horror in his eyes as he traced the red line cut across my chest, inches above my bodice. I want to tell him—
And then I notice the smug twinkle in Mary’s eye, the way her lips twitch as if she has a secret and is simply dying to share it. Her aura flashes with that same satisfied strand again.
Even now, she somehow misses the gravity of the situation.
I sigh. “What?”
Mary’s eyes widen at my tone. “Well, now I’m not going to tell you.”
“We’re not children, Mary, and lives are at stake here. Your kingdom is at stake. What plan have you got up your sleeve?”
She sniffs imperiously. “I’m not an idiot,” she says. “And while you may not think so, I am perfectly capable of taking care of problems when they arise.”
Well, now she has my attention. “What did you do?”
She takes her time in answering me, smoothing out her skirt and adjusting her necklace before she deigns to speak. “I had been planning on waiting until after Christmas,” she finally says.
“Waiting for what?” I ask.
“I have told you that I need Darnley taken care of. Divorce is out of the question. We’re not heathens like my cousin in England.”
“You’re actually going to murder Darnley?” I ask. That smug grin on the queen’s face grows. “And that’s somehow less barbaric than divorce?” I shake my head. This is all petty nonsense compared to the real problem, and Mary seems determined to recenter everything on her.
“Well, considering that’s at least twice now my dear husband has attempted to injure me…” Mary’s jaw clenches. “Or at least didn’t care if I were murdered along the way to get to you… An eye for an eye seems apt.”
“Right, well…” I gape at her. I suppose it’s expedient at least.
“Bothwell helped me design the plan,” she continues.
Bothwell…who she dismissed with a significant look.
“Now?” I gasp. “You sent him to murder Darnley now?”
“He’s clearly not going to stop,” Mary says. “I had been planning for February or so, well away from Christ’s mass, but the attack tonight means I cannot delay. The Lord will forgive me.”
“How?” I choke out. “How are you going to kill him?”
“Well, now, that’s where you’re going to be happy,” she says, smiling. “No one will think it’s murder at all. It’ll look like an accident. But Bothwell assures me it will be very effective.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Tell me everything.”
“You can just trust me—”
“Every. Thing.”
“Darnley’s been exiled to Kirk o’ Field,” she starts.
I wave my hand, telling her to hurry. I already know the king consort is going to be spending the rest of the year at the estate near Edinburgh Castle.
“Bothwell has stored ample gunpowder in the house.”
I blink, unable to process this. It’s not enough to kill the arse; she intends to explode him.
There’s that smile—childlike glee painted all over the queen’s face. “Efficient, yes?”
“Yes.” The word is strangled from my throat.
I reach for the chapel door, but it swings open so violently that I stumble back. Joseph’s eyes are wild, his breath ragged. He doesn’t even bother bowing to the queen—which she absolutely notices—and instead turns to me immediately. Which Mary also notices.
“The prisoner is gone,” he says.
“What?” I heard him, but my brain cannot seem to draw meaning from the words.
“Cockburn sent me. Told me to tell you. The guards who were taking the secretary to the dungeon were paid off.”
Mary sneers. “By my husband, I presume.”
Joseph nods.
“Darnley has Samson?” It comes out as a question, but I know the answer. We all thought Darnley had left already, but he must have been hiding somewhere nearby, waiting to see if Samson was successful. When Samson failed, Darnley took his weapon back.
Mary is focused only on how her plan has started. She’s as giddy as a schoolgirl at the thought of her husband’s imminent death.
But also…
My heart stops.
Darnley is going to a house crammed full of gunpowder…with Samson.
“No,” I groan.
“Darnley will be taken care of!” Mary protests. “It’ll be worth it.”
Worth it? If Samson dies?
I must go to a standing stone, beg my father to quit his idle court and come here with troops to help defend Scotland.
But all the closest stones are to the north. And Edinburgh is to the east.
“This is happening tonight?” I say, barely able to get the words out. “Bothwell is already on his way to lay the trap?”
“Of course,” Mary says. “The sooner, the better.”
How much time has passed since Bothwell left the chapel? Not much, but if he’s had a plan in place, it won’t take long for a series of hard runners to enact his explosive vision.
I turn on my heel and start running.
“Alyth!” Mary calls, but I don’t pause. I know I should be summoning the fae instead, demanding they cross through every portal with every weapon they have and fight, but…
Darnley can die; I don’t care. But he has Samson. And if the entire house at Kirk o’ Field is going to explode, there’s no way Samson can escape unscathed.
I bypass the Great Hall, racing to the stables, although I do pause to steal a winter cloak, throwing it over my gown. I need to go fast, faster than a horse, but how?
I’m racing toward the stables when an icy winter wind slices through me, whipping the cloak around. I pause.
And a wild stag appears before me.
Beira, I think. She said she would help as she could. And deer are her domain.
A sob chokes my throat—not just at the idea that the Queen of Winter has given me aid but that this means she doesn’t see Samson as a monster either.
The stag stares down at me. It’s easily twice as large as any wild deer I’ve ever seen before, with antlers branching out in a massive display. Its reddish fur is shot through with silver—not a sign of age but a sparkling, glittering touch telling me this is from Queen Beira’s own herd.
“Thank you,” I whisper to the wind, to the wild.
The stag lowers its head, sharp antlers glittering like icicles in the starlight. Carefully, it bends a knee before me, offering me its back to ride on.
I approach it, deeply aware of the danger. Even a normal stag has the chance to impale an aggressor, and this one is not normal. “Please,” I whisper, “I must get to Edinburgh quickly.”
It snorts, a steamy cloud rising from its nostrils.
As soon as I’m settled on the stag’s back, it nimbly turns before leaping toward the road exiting the castle. I catch a glimpse of Callum in the stables, eyes popped wide in shock. But humans will think I’m riding a stallion; certainly the guards at the castle gate don’t seem to register that I’m astride a fae stag’s back, moving quicker than should be possible.
Just outside the castle gates, I remember the bird code Samson told me about.
Robins, I think as the dark landscape blurs by. Robins mean danger, right? I cup my hand in the rushing air around me, combining it with my magic. My power feeds off the wilderness, and perhaps Beira is still aiding me. When I reach for the robins sleeping in their nests, my call spreading to every bird within twenty or more miles from me, I know they hear.
They hear, and they answer.
As I thunder through the gates, directing my horse toward Edinburgh, I see the robins who nest in the trees on the path rise, shooting like arrows through the night sky, zooming in the direction of Kirk o’ Field. It’s hard to tell in the darkness, the wind beating against my watering eyes, but I can feel the birds, hundreds of them, answering my call to warn Samson.
I just hope he gets the message in time.
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Samson
The carriage jostles and bumps. Darnley drinks and grumbles to himself on and off, occasionally spouting some of his grand plans at me, telling me what else I’ll do for him. After killing Alyth, he’ll have me go after Mary. Then there are others, lords who’ve supported Mary too much, ladies who rejected his advances.
My eyes shut where I stay on the floor, the carriage lulling me into oblivion.
No, I want to say again. No, I won’t do any of that.
Because when he sends me after Alyth first, she’ll end me.
Christ, I hope she ends me.
In that second after finding out there was no cure for the curse that isn’t a curse, I thought that I could control it, direct these blackouts. Make something good out of what’s only ever been bad. If it’s always been me, I should be able to control myself.
But there’s no controlling this, is there? Not when spells like the one Darnley used exist. I’ll always be too much of a threat, too dangerous.
If my father is truly a Red Cap, how is he all right with someone the likes of Darnley controlling him?
The carriage stops. Are we in a city? There’s racket just beyond, heavy noise I can’t place, but it’s too early for any city to be in such bedlam already.
Darnley waits for the door to open, and I look up at him. Wherever we’ve stopped, there are torches, and he’s cast in harsh orange and scalding yellow. His eyes are bloodshot, and he’s half-drunk—his usual state—and I want to rally some hatred for him. That desire’s still there, the hunger to attack him, but I know it’s futile.
At least while he’s conscious.
Has he got magic on him to keep me from gutting him in his sleep? I’ll find out.
The idea is the first thing to bring levity to my mind all night. Darnley, I’ll murder gleefully, and I won’t even need to be in a Red Cap state to do it.
A servant opens the carriage, and the outside noise sharpens in my awareness.
It’s birds.
Squawking, twittering, chirping chaos.
Darnley staggers out before rearing back, shielding himself in the carriage door. “What in the hell is that?”
I crawl forward, leaning half out to see beyond him.
We’re at an estate, pulled into the stable yard, but servants huddle under the awning of an outbuilding. The one who opened the carriage door is holding a cloak over his head in protection.
Because the stable yard’s covered in robins. Dozens. Hundreds. And they all whip into a frenzy, wings flapping and throats cawing, taking to the air in heaving droves before slanting down and flopping about the ground.
I stare, stunned, eyes wide and muscles locked.
Darnley curses again and takes off for the estate. “Shield us!” he cries at servants who don’t move a finger to help him. He runs in a panic, arms waving as birds flurry around him. They aren’t attacking anyone. Just causing all kinds of mayhem.
Robins.
The signal from Southwark. That I told Alyth.
Robins mean danger.
But…what danger? And why? Why would she warn me after what I’ve done, who I am? Is she saying I’m the danger? But what else could she—
My eyes follow Darnley to the house, a few yards off from the stable area and the carriage.
He blows right past something sitting next to the door: barrels.
More barrels stand along the house, damn near as numerous as the birds, wrapped around the building like a fence, vanishing into the darkness not lit by the stable yard’s torches.
The servants cry out to each other and pull deeper into the stables. The birds caw and agitate the air with their wings. I squint, making out the symbol stamped on the side of the closest barrel.
Gunpowder?
Enough to outfit a whole regiment.
Darnley’s never mentioned a thing about gunpowder in all his plans. That oddity settles in next to all the pieces that’ve stacked up, the great big knotted tangle of it.
Mary wanted rid of her husband.
He was leaving court before my attack on Alyth.
Did Mary send Darnley to this estate specifically?
With everything going on around Red Caps and fae magic, I near forgot that other players are still having at each other in the game I originally came here to play. The game of life and death, power and control. It seems so small now, so obsolete, but in this moment, this small, obsolete threat eclipses all others.
Cold terror drives me into motion.
I dive out of the carriage, race through the robins who don’t care a lick for me. The servants have started to run back for the house now that their lord is gone, but I reach out, waving my arms, screaming, screaming—
“Get clear of the house!”
A few turn back. See me, frown at my shouting.
“Get out!” I make it into the stable. Through it, across a small path, is the main building, and more barrels sit next to the door there. My heart sinks low, a heavy stone taking up too much space in my chest.
“Get clear of the house!” I scream again, the birds screaming with me, and I point at the barrels. “Get clear of the—”
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Alyth
Blinding white light fills the night sky over part of Edinburgh as an ear-cracking blast rumbles the earth.
The stag barely flinches, but it comes to a firm stop. I take the hint and dismount. In seconds, the massive deer melts into the shadows.
But my attention is focused on the smoke obscuring the stars.
I’m too late.
The horror of it sinks like a dagger in my heart.
I’m too late.
My hair’s swept in front of my face, almost blocking my view of the damp cobblestones lining the road, just wet enough to reflect the flickering lights of the fire now rising above the wall around Kirk o’ Field. I’m only on the other side of the street from the estate.
I was so close. And yet…
I watch the dancing orange flames in sheer and absolute horror.
After everything—
I was too late.
Bothwell, damn him to every hell, laid the trap, and Darnley sprang it, and Samson.…
All around me, the world continues. The fire rages, pocked with additional smaller explosions almost drowned out by the sounds of people running, shouting for help, calling for buckets of water.
Don’t they realize? Let the fire burn; let it eviscerate all of Edinburgh. It’s too late.
But I take a step toward the blaze anyway.
Because I have spent my entire life not giving up, and I’ll be damned if I do it now, not when there’s a glimmer of a chance Samson might have survived this.
I ignore the smoke choking my throat. I walk toward the flames. Magic roars in my ears, demanding to be released. I push through the crowd, using pockets of wind to make my way forward.
A wall surrounds the entire estate, leading to a crush of people who’ve poured from their nearby homes, some trying to help with buckets of water in their hands but most just trying to see what happened. They part unwittingly as I stride forward.
“Don’t let the fire spread!” someone in the back shouts.
All cities run the risk of being decimated by flames, wiping out entire neighborhoods if they’re not contained. But Kirk o’ Field is a private estate with a wall around it, and the houses inside aren’t attached to each other like many of the homes in the city. Edinburgh, at least, is probably safe.
What a stupid, reckless plan, I rage internally. I would throttle Mary if she stood before me. In her misguided attempt to rid herself of Darnley, she put at risk hundreds—thousands—of other people’s homes and lives.
When I reach the gate, I press both hands to the brick and stone, shooting my magic into the very foundation of the wall before opening it and stepping into the courtyard. Privacy, I think, recalling all the times I wrapped Mary and myself in a bubble where people’s eyes slid past. It won’t work the same here as it does in the palace, but it will delay the onlookers, keep them scrambling at the gate for a bit at least.
If I have to see Samson dead, I want to face it alone. I need that much. And this will give me a chance to more freely use my magic to aid any injured I find.
The main house is debris and smoke. Ashes fall like snow, and I catch some on my hand, dark gray smearing over my skin.
The washerwoman’s shirt. Stained with soot.
My heart plummets. That shirt was heralding a death. But it might not mean Samson’s…
A dozen or so people are already in the courtyard—helpers who rushed in before I got here—and they’re pulling servants from the rubble. A young man—blond, not redheaded. A girl just a few years older than me. They’re still alive, thank all that’s good, but what on earth was Mary thinking, setting Bothwell on such a plan as this?
She wasn’t thinking at all. And I should have realized that sooner. Mary has been too self-centered from the start to consider just how recklessly dangerous gunpowder in the middle of the largest city in Scotland could be.
Darnley was willing to let his wife die if she were caught between me and his murderous intent. Mary was clearly unconcerned about whatever servants and other people exploded alongside her husband, much less the danger spreading.
Darnley and Mary deserve each other, I think bitterly.
My eyes dart around—red flames, the red breasts of a few lingering robins, a red scarf.
Where is Samson?
At least the robins came on time. He had to have seen them. Maybe Samson escaped Darnley. Maybe Bothwell botched the explosion’s focus. Maybe—
And then I see it.
Bright hair, as brilliant as the raging fire, spread out like spilled blood near the stables. The body is face down, but I know it’s him.
I’m running before my mind can process what’s happening, my feet slipping, my heart thundering in my ears, panic rising, rising. I drop to my knees, skidding in the mud, sobbing.
“Samson!”
My hands shake as I reach for him, but I can’t force myself to touch him. Because the fire is so hot, this entire courtyard is sweltering now, and I cannot…I cannot feel his skin to know if it is cold.
His body is eerily still.
My eyes stream with water, irritated by both the smoke and my own boiling emotions. But through the haze, I see…
His aura wafting around him, red and gold and glittering orange.
He’s alive.
“Samson!” I shout again, grabbing his shoulders and shaking him, trying to turn him around.
He coughs, his body bending in half, soot smeared over his face, but when he catches his ragged breath and opens his eyes, my heart finally, finally eases—he’s alive.
He blinks.
His eyes are hollow.
The stress of the day, the terror of it all, the violence of the explosion…
The Red Cap delirium is taking him. Even as I watch, the vivid colors of his aura grow paler, fading to nothing.
For a split second, adrenaline surges through my body, begging me to flee. The shallow cut on my chest aches, reminding me of just how close he came to killing me before. RUN! my hammering heart screams.
No.
Not from him.
“Fight it,” I whisper, grabbing his doublet and forcing him to focus on me. His head listlessly turns to me, as if he’s lost in a fever. “I know you’re not a monster, Samson Calthorpe, and you are not a mindless murderer, and you—you—are still inside that body of yours, and right now we don’t have time for you to do anything but be yourself, and you are going to fight it.”
His aura faintly swirls around him, the red washing up, the gold pushing back, a swirl of black drifting through it all.
Already, I can feel the tug of my oath, reminding me of my vow.
I swear it. If you become a danger, I will ensure you are taken care of.
If he can fight his nature, I can fight mine.
My hands bunch into fists, the promise tugging at me, my whole body telling me that I know what I need to do, that I have to do it.
I wait for him to come back.
Because if he doesn’t, that rage is going to turn right back around onto me.
Unless I kill him first.
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Samson
There was an explosion. I know that much. Not outside only—in me, an iron box locked in my chest gone to bits and rubble, and out of that box comes the rampaging monster that overtook me at Stirling when I attacked Alyth. The one I’ve fought every moment of my life, even when I didn’t know what I was fighting.
But my body’s all pain, riddled with injuries. My instinct’s wild in the aftermath—protect, fight, defend—because there’s an enemy somewhere, only I can’t see it, so I’m on alert, veins surging with blood gone to boiling, heart hammering a death march that rocks through my whole body.
There are people around me.
Innocents?
No.
No one is innocent.
They all had a hand in this, and even if they didn’t, they will suffer and die for this attack. No one attacks me. No one—
“Samson—”
Fight, fight, get up and fight now.
I cry out, back arching, pain flaring in every nerve, rippling in tremors up my spine and crashing over my head in stabs of agony.
I roll away—away from something—and brace on my hands and knees, fingers clawed into cold dirt, the air around me scorching.
“You are not a mindless fighter.”
That voice—I know it.
Know her.
But she’s not here. She’s not here because I tried to kill her, and the next time I see her, she’ll end all this. All this pain. All this fear.
She’ll end me.
So I know she’s not here, because if she were, I would be dead.
My chest splits apart, and I scream with hunger so potent, it’ll eat the world around me if I don’t feed it.
Fight, fight, FIGHT NOW—
“ You—you—are still inside that body of yours—”
A shape forms near me. I don’t even know what it is, but I lunge at it, rearing back at the last second because no, STOP, I don’t want this.
Only I do.
I’m a fighter.
I have the kind of power no one in this country, in this world, can counter, and I can unleash it and feast on the remnants I leave behind.
Why have I stopped? Why have I fought this so hard?
Because I’m pathetic.
Because I’m scared and weak and wanted to stay those things.
I bend double, forehead to the slick grass, and scream.
“You are going to fight it,” she says. She’s not here, my mind’s fraying to insanity, but even made-up, she’s an anchor in this hurricane. “That’s what you do, Samson. You fight.”
There are different kinds of fighting, ain’t there?
Southwark. After Ma died, I scraped in a workhouse. I stole. Lied. Cheated. Survived. Survived every damn day. Bowed to Cecil, not because I was weak but because I was fighting.
All that.
Every moment.
I’ve been fighting.
And it’s not because I’m a Red Cap. It’s because I’m me.
So this anger? This rage? This consuming hunger to lash out and conquer and consume?
I really have been living with it all my life.
And I’m done fearing it.
Air wedges into my lungs, and I don’t realize until I gasp mightily how shallowly I’ve been breathing. Air floods my system, and on the next shake of my head, my vision settles, seeing the world now, albeit through smoke and ripples of heat.
Pain’s there, waiting for me, and my head damn near cracks in two with the force of the ache that splints across my skill.
I gag over the grass beneath me.
“Samson?”
Her voice.
Am I still in delirium? No, no—
I look up, wincing at the motion.
And I see her.
Alyth’s crouched on the ground not two feet from me, one hand extended hesitantly, like she’s wanting to reach for me but isn’t sure what she’ll touch.
That was real.
Everything she said.
That was her.
My eyes snag on her chest, the long red line of a cut. A cut I made.
And she’s still here anyway. She didn’t kill me.
I pulled myself out.
I’m scrambling across the grass to scoop her into my arms before I can think otherwise, and we sit there with me clinging to her, knees interlocked, my arms knotted around her and my face in her neck, breathing, breathing.
She smells like smoke, everything does, but beneath it, she still smells like wild greenery and open skies and freedom.
“I’m so sorry,” I tell her. “I’m so bloody fucking sorry. Darnley, he’s got some way to control me. It wasn’t me, I swear, Alyth.”
Her hands go in my hair, stroking, fingers gentle and calm. “I know,” she murmurs into my neck, the soft brush of her exhale feathering across my skin.
I lean back so I can see her. “You didn’t kill me.” My mouth is dry. “You swore you would. You said—”
“I said I’d take care of you.” Her eyes are teary, her face blotchy red and streaked with dirt. “I swore that if you became a danger, I would take care of you. And I did, didn’t I? Until you could pull yourself out.”
Just like there are different types of fighting, there are different types of taking care too.
I shake my head, too strung out to laugh just yet. “Tricky girl,” I say.
She smiles.
Chaos still around us, flames heating the night air, I cup her cheek and coast my thumb along the delicate skin behind her ear.
I kiss her.
Kiss her with every part of me, tell her in that meeting of our lips that I’m sorry, I’m hers, over and over, repetition that deepens when our heads slant and she returns the kiss, fingers gripping the back of my neck.
The estate’s still burning behind us, and—
I launch back from her, gasping, one arm still looped across her back. “Darnley. He was in the building. Is he—”
I look over my shoulder at the house and the people hauling buckets in an effort to douse the flames.
Alyth shrugs. I feel the motion against me. “It’d be one good thing to come of this night.”
That draws me back to her. And I see the heaviness in her features now, the weight on her shoulders, ever on her shoulders.
Let me carry some of it, I want to say.
“Darnley arranged for me to—” I can’t say it. But I have to. “To kill you tonight. Which means likely—”
“That the Red Caps are moving on the wall as well.” Alyth draws in a resolute breath and rises to her feet. I follow her up, moving my hand to interlace with hers; I can’t not touch her now.
“Do you know where?” I ask, looking south toward the border.
“No, but I have to ride for the—”
Her eyes flick over my shoulder.
And her demeanor stiffens. Tension runs across her face, and she goes battle ready in an instant.
I whirl.
To see Darnley, standing in the yard, facing us.
He’s coated in soot, bleeding out one arm, his clothes ripped and ruined. He’s discarded his doublet, and his white undershirt is streaked with black grime.
“The washerwoman’s shirt,” Alyth whispers, her eyes wide. I have no idea what that means, but Darnley’s livid, huffing and panting, shoulders hunched, hands in fists.
My arms splay in front of Alyth, and I brace for him to run at us.
But his head cocks to the left, like he’s listening for something, and his face goes vacant, unfocused. I stretch my awareness, but I don’t hear anything beyond the crackle of flames and the shouts of people trying to stop the destruction.
Darnley’s eyes roll back in his head. And that angle of his neck—he’s not listening, not confused.
His neck’s snapped.
His body plummets to the ground.
Before I can think beyond that, before I can make any sense of it, a figure’s revealed a few paces behind Darnley.
Cecil.
One hand outstretched, fingers curved.
“He outlived his usefulness,” Cecil says, eyes on me, and lets his arm drop to his side.
I thought I’d have time to form a plan before I saw my father again. I’d be able to summon a reaction and tell him exactly what I think of him—and drive a blade into his heart.
His is the only blood I’ll let myself hunger for now.
I square myself in front of Alyth.
He snapped Darnley’s neck without even touching him. What else is Cecil capable of?
Is he the High Blade Alyth mentioned? He must be—he’s been in control of everything from the start.
And if he’s the High Blade, what does that make me?
Alyth puts her hand on my back. She’s not shaking. She’s steady and sure, and I lean on that confidence.
Cecil clocks my stance, Alyth behind me.
He scowls. “Have you outlived your usefulness as well, Samson?”
My jaw clamps, stomach souring. I don’t want to play my hand until I’m sure where he’s standing, what he thinks of me, so I just hover, watching him.
“I’d have been more useful,” I snap, “if you’d told me what the hell was going on from the start.”
Cecil smiles. It doesn’t reach his eyes. “You figured it out, then?” He looks at Alyth. “How much?”
I don’t want him looking at her.
I can feel her hands moving behind my back. Is she forming some kind of magic to get us away from him? I’ll buy her time.
“You used me as a test for that amulet getting through the barrier,” I tell him. “And you must’ve had more to get across. How long have you been here? Another Red Cap in Scotland.”
Cecil’s smile is true now. Wide and pleased. “I’ve been here long enough to know that Darnley failed. Our power was always too much for him to handle. But you—you’ve proven more adaptable than I gave you credit for.” He says it like I’m trash under his shoe, like I’m Darnley’s dead body lying between us. “She will have further use for you.”
Alyth stills behind me. It kicks through me as I process Cecil’s words.
One word.
“She?” I frown at him.
Alyth steps up beside me, out from what feeble protection I can offer her, but there’s a determination in her gaze that stops me from hauling her back behind me.
“You”—Alyth faces Cecil, her jaw high, her eyes steady and sure—“aren’t the High Blade.”
Not Cecil?
Who is the High Blade, then?
She…
A slow, taunting smile crawls across Cecil’s face. He looks back at me with a glint in his eyes.
“I see you haven’t figured out everything,” he says. He nods at Alyth. “If you want to live to see the High Blade, you’ll finish what Darnley set you up to do.”
My hands fist. I’m gonna refuse, and he knows it; he cocks an eyebrow.
“Prove your usefulness to the High Blade,” he tells me, “and kill the barrier guardian.”
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Alyth
I see the auras before I see the soldiers. I was too worried about Samson to really note the way my simple privacy bubble has been far too efficient nor how the few people remaining in the courtyard all have the same crimson-streaked auras.
The same magic.
When I raced through the entry of the stone wall and erected a barrier to keep other people out, I saw the men and women dousing flames and searching in the rubble and thought they were looking for survivors, attempting to help. But now I know they are all a part of Cecil’s cadre, and they had only been ensuring that Cecil’s orders were carried out.
They line up behind him, about a dozen or so, fanning out so that I am essentially cornered. They must have copies of the amulet Samson had to get across the border. Some are stronger than others—most are Leths, descendants of Red Caps, but Cecil at least seems to be a full-blooded fae.
But he’s not the High Blade.
Samson stiffens beside me as he watches the Red Caps encircle us.
I reach for his hand.
He steps away from me, his own hands in fists at his sides.
My eyes drift to Darnley’s body, the way his head is twisted unnaturally on his neck, the way his eyes stare at me, empty.
“I will not kill the barrier guardian,” Samson says, his voice loud and clear, and the sting of the way he wouldn’t hold my hand evaporates.
Cecil’s eyes narrow. The Red Caps surrounding us grin, excited. Now that I look properly, I can see their eyes are hungry. Starving.
Samson raises his hand to call for a stop and takes another step away from me, toward his father. “She is useful to our cause,” he says. “I’m angry obviously that I had to find out all this information for myself. Had you trusted me,” he snarls, “you would have learned that I am quite good at deception. It took me only a few days and some flattering words to get Lady Alyth to tell me more about the fae than you ever did.”
Each word falls upon me like a blow.
I’m grateful for the years I’ve spent at Queen Mary’s court, the way it’s made it easy for me to mask my emotions. My face is hard and blank, despite the bile rising in my throat.
“Had you told me what I could do, what this bloodlust felt like, I would have joined you much sooner,” Samson continues.
His father is not as adept at hiding his emotions as I am. The old man’s eyes are a mixture of wariness and surprise.
“You think I liked being a guttersnipe in Southwark? Imagine what I could have done, a city full of people like London…all those humans I could have taken care of.”
My face remains a mask.
But before, I hid my shock and disappointment.
Now I’m hiding my hope.
I see the play he’s making. Convince the Red Caps to let me live so perhaps we can find a way to escape together later.
I train my stony gaze on Cecil.
It’s working, I think, slipping a different mask over my features, one of falsely suppressed rage, shock, and betrayal, all for Cecil’s benefit. I note the grim satisfaction that flickers through his aura.
“She’s the most powerful Leth in Scotland,” Samson continues. “I have witnessed firsthand how she pulls the strings of all the other Leth.”
Cecil meets my eyes. “All the more reason to kill the bitch.”
I let a flicker of fear pass over my features, and it disturbs me how close to the truth that emotion is. Cecil is so devoid of any compassion or mercy, insatiable bloodlust leaking through his aura, barely suppressed. This is worse than staring down a wolf; those enormous beasts kill for survival and food, and they act on primal instinct. Cecil’s desire to not just kill but also hurt me is so visceral, I don’t need my power to see it, and the spark of interest in his eyes tells me that he will take profound pleasure in my carefully calculated demise.
Samson shakes his head, all easy confidence in his father’s view. “I thought you were better at strategy than that.”
Cecil’s attention yanks back to his son.
“Waste your time hunting down every single individual Leth if you like.” Samson shrugs. “Or use her to call them together in one spot, slaughter them all, and then open a portal to the fae realm.”
My mind screams in panic, but I keep my body still, my face blank.
Cecil’s not taking the bait.
Samson laughs, no humor to the sound at all. “Do you have any more of those weapons Darnley kept bragging about? Use one on her.” He jerks a thumb back toward me. “Make her kill her father with her own hands. I’ve seen how much she loves him. Adores him. Nothing will hurt her more.”
A lie, but not one Cecil can identify. And the cruelty of that suggestion…
That’s what tips him over.
“Bind her,” Cecil orders, and two of the Red Caps peel off toward me.
Desperately, I throw a bubble of protection up, but one draws a black dagger from her belt. She slashes the air, and although she is several yards away from me, I feel magic slice through my barrier as easily as a hot knife through butter, the force of the blow so strong and toxic that it sends me to my knees. Before I can get up, much less raise my own defenses again, I feel a binding spell making my body grow tight. The more I struggle against the invisible constraints, the more it feels as if the air is ripping from my lungs. Panic swells inside me, and black dots dance in front of my eyes.
Samson doesn’t break his cover. He turns and watches as the magic constraints squeeze me into submission, no emotion on his face.
But when he purses his lips, I catch the soft strain of a redwing’s short whistle.
Trust me, he’s saying. I have a plan.
In this moment, we are loyal only to each other. I can see it in the purple weaving through his aura, and I’m grateful that Red Caps don’t share that magical ability. No one else knows Samson is on my side.
“Get her on a horse,” Cecil orders.
I’m yanked from behind and tossed onto a saddle, my stomach on the seat, as if I were a sack of flour. I’m too paralyzed by magic to move more than my head as the other Red Caps—and Samson—mount up.
“My son is proving himself valuable tonight,” Cecil announces, and there’s clear pride in his voice. “We’ll give the Leth princess to the High Blade.”
There’s nothing more I can do but hope my blood isn’t the first spilled as the High Blade brings war to both Scotland and the fae.
A gentle icy breeze kisses my cheek. I don’t know if that came from Beira or not, but it gives me a little strength.
My eyes meet Samson’s.
Despite everything, I am left with one thought:
I am not alone.



The High Blade
We stand on a rocky outcrop in a rolling sea of barren hills and frigid winds, and we wait.
There have been other seas, other fields such as this—bodies of water that turned black and foamed from bloated corpses, lush fields flattened beneath soldiers’ feet and saturated by what blood we did not bathe in.
It has been so long since those glorious days.
We twitch, our head shooting to the right, but we have learned well to control the urges. One word settles us.
Soon.
Soon, we will have our due again.
Soon, we will feast.
A man approaches. Human, not one of ours, so we do not spare him a glance.
He says, “We have received word from Lord Burghley.” Cecil. “He has subdued the barrier guardian.”
That earns a flick of our eyes to the man. We consider for a moment—kill him for this mistake? No, we need an explanation.
“She lives?” is all we ask, and we know our disdain is thick as the man quickly bows his head.
“Yes, Your Majesty. His message said he has good reason to keep her so and will deliver her to you promptly. His son rides with him.”
Our jaw tightens. Samson survived his trials, then.
He is proving effective.
Good.
We do not dismiss the man, but he understands he is done and slinks away.
Soon, soon, soon—
We walk down the hill. Our retinue follows, armored as we are, generals and soldiers at our command. Behind the hill, spread out through these wintered fields, is the army we have spent so many long years amassing. Human mostly.
And therefore disposable.
At our signal, they will march into Scotland.
But first.
We approach the barrier, and rage is all we see. Great red ripples of it at the memories it contains.
They thought they could exile us.
They have forgotten our might; they have forgotten what we are.
It would have been easier for the wall to be gone completely. But we have enough of these amulets. Enough to let us and those important pass through.
We adjust the amulet to center against our armor as we face the barrier.
These amulets worked on Samson and Cecil and his horde as well.
We will cross. And in due time, the wall will collapse, and all our allies will be allowed through again.
For now, we have this human army.
It will serve us well.
We smile. It is feral, this smile. It overtakes us, and we throw our head back and laugh. We can already feel the warmth of the Seelie Court’s blood on our skin, already smell the iron tang of their life draining at our feet.
So many long centuries, so much waiting, because we are the hunter, the original beast in the dark, and we know how to stalk our prey until it does not even believe it is prey any longer.
“My queen?” a man at my side says. “Do you give the signal?”
The signal to march.
The signal for war.
We stare at the barrier again and give action instead of answer as we, the High Blade, the Scourge of the Seelie Courts, the Exiled, we, Queen Elizabeth, Gloriana, the Virgin Queen, step through the wall into Scotland toward revenge.



Historical Note
There is so much in history that remains unknown.
We know that Lord Darnley—who really did lead rebels in a dangerous coup attempt that resulted in the death of David Rizzio—died mysteriously at Kirk o’ Field from strangulation after the gunpowder explosion didn’t do the trick. We know that Mary by that point hated her husband. We know that tensions were high in Great Britain because Elizabeth had declared she would be a virgin queen, leaving no heir, and the entire Western world waited to see if England and Scotland would eventually become one.
And we know that while men were seen as superior, the two most powerful people in Great Britain were both women.
We also know that throughout her entire long life, Elizabeth never once stepped foot in Scotland.
Why? These women, linked by both blood and destiny, were also both ruling the only kingdoms on the island. It seems impossible that their paths never crossed.
Unless there was something magical keeping them separated. A wall between their worlds…
All the legends and locations described in this book are real, as are most of the people—although some have been altered with fae blood. Scotland has a long history of the strange and unusual, and like Alyth, we feel that the natural wildness of that country is where it’s most magical.
But just as the Seelie Court is connected to the Scottish one in this novel, all of history is also connected. Mary’s only child—James—took the throne after her. He wasn’t exactly a model monarch. In fact, the same witch trials that happened in Trier, Germany—and were the inspiration for Night of the Witch—trailed through Europe all the way to James, who brought them to Great Britain.
And as for Elizabeth, the Virgin Queen, Gloriana, ruler of England and Ireland, first of her name, who ruled for a lifetime?
Well. We’ll talk about her in the next book.
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