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Chapter 1

“The Irish word for ‘fairy’ is ‘sheehogue’ [sidheóg], a diminutive of ‘shee’ in ‘banshee.’ Fairies are deenee shee [daoine sidhe] (fairy people).”

—Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, edited and selected by W. B. Yeats [1888]

When I start the day, it feels like hundreds of others as the Hunter-in-Training. Alongside my father, I ride out of the stable as the mist lifts from the damp ground. A steady drizzle threatens in the heavy-bellied clouds overhead, but the air is no longer streaked with the rain that woke me last night. The dampness lingers, but already the morning sun seems to be trying to warm the earth.

“The boy said the body was near the Maudite side of the forest.” Father’s voice is rougher on damp mornings like this, another reminder that he’s older than most Hunters ever live to be. I’m grateful for that; I am not ready to take up the duty.

As we cross from our estate into the mouth of Brimmond Wood, the sounds of the forest fill the air. If I didn’t know what creatures lurked inside the gloom, I’d be charmed by nature’s symphony, but I know better. My destiny is to hunt the monsters that lurk between the evening’s gloaming and daylight. I was, quite literally, born to fill this role.

At my hip, my sword bumps along a few times as I shift, uncomfortable and itchy in the wet fabric clinging to me; in my pockets, the soft clatter and clank of glass vials and steel tools sound more comforting than nature’s songs today.

“Probably the traveler Girard was expecting at the Dancing Goose,” Father muses as we ride. “What do we know about him?”

“Solitary traveler, according to the note sent from the village. Comes through Fleuriste regularly. The killer is someone or something that lives in the woods, but that doesn’t limit the parameters much. Did the boy have any details?”

“Dismemberment.” Father glances at me briefly. “First body like this.”

I watch the rustles within the hedges along the path. Most of what we hunt will be abed now, but the twilight hours are still hunting time for some dangerous faery creatures, though none are in sight. A few mundane squirrels chatter angrily. One squat creature not of this world stops and spits at us, but the Hunter only eliminates those that cause problems. A spitting, furred mammal isn’t worth the time.

We ride in silence until we reach a clearing filled with wild lettuce, bogland, and not much else. The horses can’t safely cross here, so we dismount. I check to be sure my long braids are tucked up inside my hat. I’m already wet enough without them soaking up more of the dampness.

Leaving the horses to graze at the edge of the clearing, we walk deeper into the forest, away from the riding path, now following muddy trails and slipping between narrow openings. As we go, my dress feels like it collects all the water, debris, and flower petals from the shrubs I brush against. The skirt pulls heavily under the accumulated mud that clumps on my hem. The worst of it is the way the fabric draws the wet upward. I can feel the cling of moisture above my knee-high boots already.

Father, of course, has breeches tucked into his boots. Over them, he wears a loose tunic and a jacket that ends at his hips. He is no more encumbered now than when we left the manor. Someday when I am the Hunter, I shall dress in trousers, I swear to myself yet again.

“This way.” Father pushes a thorn-covered branch aside and holds it only long enough for me to catch it. He never treats me as if I am a woman, much less a lady or his daughter, although I am all those things.

I am the next Hunter. That is all I’ll ever be in his eyes, and sometimes that is enough. He would never bring Rylan here. My sister is a gentle lady, a delicate angel of the house. I am beyond not a lady in his eyes, which comes with privilege many women likely would envy—if they knew.

“This way,” he repeats, as if it could be any other direction. The scent of death is already nauseating.

I step around an insect-riddled stump. In one hand, I lift a mint-soaked rag and press it to my nose. Even with that aid, the noxious fragrances of death gather in my throat, squat on my tongue, and threaten a revolt. “I never get used to that smell.”

Father grunts in agreement.

As we reach the copse of trees where the man died, I push back the gagging sensation that wants to slip from my tongue to summon my morning meal. If I were a proper lady, I’d be less concerned with the stench of rotting death and more upset about the poor dead man who is flopped onto the leafy ground. Monsters have little regard for mortal priority.

The dead man has flies circling his already bloating body and crawling over every exposed space. The discordant buzz, not unlike some of the violin performances I’ve had to endure in the social season, is the only noticeable sound. Brimmond Wood has gone silent.

“He’s too far into the forest to drag home,” Father pronounces, peering down at the scattered remains and corpse with its oddly folded legs. “And in too many pieces. Even if we divide him between the horses, I’m not sure there’s any need to carry him home.”

I peel off my long gloves; no sense ruining yet another pair if I can spare them. Although the man has no visible blood to stain the cotton, the scent of death doesn’t launder out gracefully. I tuck my gloves into a pocket my sister has sewn into all our coats. Then I squat down beside the dead man and withdraw a thin steel rod I carry for this exact reason.

“A long enough cut that it took significant force,” I pronounce, concentrating on the biggest visible detail rather than the detached hand and partially severed leg.

Father stares down at the man. They’re of an age, maybe six decades of living. The dead man isn’t nobility, though, whereas Father was born titled. The corpse has thickened skin on his hands from laboring, and his teeth show evidence of a poor diet. I don’t bother noting them; Father undoubtedly notices.

I nudge the man’s chin so the wound is easier to see. The head lolls back, and I realize that the only thing keeping it attached to the body is a bit of skin at the base of the man’s skull. The hand and foot were not so lucky. “Clean edges on the wound.”

“Which means?”

Although I want to roll my eyes that Father would ask such a simplistic question by now, I resist. “The killer used an extremely sharp blade, not a hacking tool.”

The Hunter’s next questions are less easy. “What else? What are we not seeing?”

I use the steel rod to part the tattered remains of the man’s clothing. Bite marks from small creatures and at least one larger animal mar the skin, but no secondary or tertiary injuries indicate the dead man has recently been in a fight. His hands—both the one still attached and the one nearby—show no fight injuries, and his face is unbruised. “No fight bruises or human-made marks,” I offer.

The man on the ground was killed with what looks like one singular wound to the throat. Although animals have scattered parts of his remains, making it harder to discern the extent of his injuries, I’ve seen enough dead bodies to confidently state, “Single killing blow. Powerful one.”

“By man or beast?”

“Beast.” I don’t need to hesitate. The gash on the dead man’s throat is wide and deep, edges clean and angled. “No man is strong enough to do this with one strike, and this is not from multiple cuts.”

Again I prod the wound, pointing out that there are no start and stop marks. One singular cut ended his life.

“Nothing that’s allowed on this side of the barrier can do that,” Father mutters.

That is, of course, the problem before us. Some faery beasts come here, and they really aren’t worth the headache of hunting. Minor things that tumble through, chasing berries or frolicking. We don’t need to capture or kill them as long as they aren’t causing problems. The only ones we hunt are the dangerous ones.

The killer is one we must hunt.

“Whatever did this isn’t meant to be over here.” I sigh. The list of possible creatures banned from our world is long, and I have faith in our ability—Father’s ability mostly, as he is the actual Hunter, augmented by magic.

“Does he have any identification?” Father’s tone isn’t hopeful. Few people carry identifying papers. He knows soldiers and nobility. He knows residents in the village on our property, but this man is unfamiliar.

“Only whatever they know at the Goose. One of us can go talk to Girard later,” I suggest, hoping my father chooses to go. My relationship with Girard is fraught of late.

Father and I catalog any other details that might prove useful later. The dead man has no jewelry, identifying birthmarks or scars, or papers on him. There are no marks on the nearby ground indicating he was on horseback, although the rain might have washed them away. The rain might also have washed away other evidence, as the ground shows only a small pool of blood and the body itself is void of it. The wounds, the area around them that gravity would’ve pulled blood toward—it’s all clean.

That is, perhaps, the most unusual thing.

I poke at the skin of his belly. Plenty of beasts like to eat the soft meat of organs, but the man’s stomach skin is intact. “He’s not been mauled by anything, but he has no blood.”

I gently roll the remains, and aside from a small puddling, there’s none there either. “Perhaps he was killed elsewhere?”

Father frowns. “That or something drank most of the blood.”

“Nothing in the journals drinks the full of a man’s blood.” I watch a fly crawl into the dead man’s nostril as I picture the lists in the journals, beast after beast I have studied. “A few sips perhaps . . . but he’s missing at least a gallon.”

“Could there be something new? Recently come to our world?” Father asks.

“There ought not be. Anything that bloodthirsty isn’t welcome on this side of the veil.” I shiver as a trickle of terror creeps up my spine at the thought of something none of our ancestors have faced, or perhaps that shiver is the dampness my dress continues to suck up from the ground. At least it’s not blood drawing up my legs. I’m not missish, but I am aware of my limitations.

“Perhaps . . . a depraved man.” Father offers the idea in a sort of comforting lie, although I cannot tell which of us he’s trying to comfort.

I continue my study of the body, prodding the corpse’s pockets with the steel rod. If the killer is a faery, as we both suspect, the steel will help protect me from contaminants. The rod hits a thick bump in one pocket, and I lever it out where it falls on the wet ground.

No choice but to touch it, I lift and unwrap the thick wad of banknotes that are enclosed in a length of leather and tucked into a pouch. The money is still dry. “This was not a robbery.”

I rewrap it in the folded piece of leather and hold it out.

Father takes the bundle. “Beasts use no coins. A man would’ve taken it.”

I nod because there’s no doubt now—not that the wound traits left much room for doubt. We are dealing with a faery, one we cannot easily identify, one that ought not be in our world. “Do we tell Queen Morag first or . . . ?”

My father makes a face I can’t read and pulls out a bag of finely crushed salt. We both carry salt bags at all times. I suspect a lot of citizens do, but we must. Some creatures have toxins that will infect or poison a person, sometimes fatally.

I hold out my hands. Often, we don’t sanitize until after we are through investigating, but if this beast is unknown, the risks are equally unknown. What we think of as “curses” these days are often simply faery contamination. The risk is rare, but I’m not interested in falling to something so mundane.

Father pours salt over my hands to decontaminate them. I suspect we’ll repeat that process a few times today because he keeps the salt bag in hand as I reach into a skirt pocket and pull out a set of glass vials and droppers. He says nothing as I collect some of the meager lingering blood from the wound, a fluid sample from the eye, and a generous sample from each blood pool.

Father’s gaze darts around us as if the beast might linger, as if he expects attack.

I shiver again, wondering whether he has the strength to fight something that nearly beheaded a man with one blow, but wandering thoughts serve no purpose in the moment. He will, or he will die—and the duty will fall to me.

Silently, I finish gathering the samples and put them in a steel box my father holds out.

“Wound flesh,” he reminds me.

I accept the silver knife he provides and cut a swath of skin from the edge of the wound. This, too, I bottle and drop into the box. The blade is silver so as not to burn away any faery saliva or blood, but the box is steel to contain any lingering venom or unidentified contaminants.

The box clatters as Father closes it. He sounds hopeful as he says, “You can use your laboratory when we are home and update the journal. If there are no other victims, we can hope it was just the forest beasts mauling a drunkard.”

I flinch. “That seems . . . unlikely.”

Arguing with him never ends well, and we surely both realize that this is a faery. Everything we have noted in our study of the body makes clear that this is not the work of any man.

Is he afraid? I cannot ask, but I suspect he reads my expressions more astutely than either of us would like.

He glares as I stand and face him. All he says, though, is, “Cut a furrow into the ground around the body.”

I pull out the sword at my hip, grateful it’s not my preferred one, and the Hunter grabs up several bits of the man that were scattered around, bringing each back to pile beside the rest of the body. It’s a macabre sight with a detached hand and severed lower leg atop the oddly folded legs and nearly severed head.

I am grateful not to have to do that part. Touching the dead always makes me feel anxious, as if their state of decay is going to infect me the way faery blood can. Some types of death can linger on the body, like a miasma clinging to the lifeless heap. Hunters are invulnerable to many things, but I am not yet the Hunter.

I start to clear the area outside the furrow as Father heaps leaves on the body until it is completely covered. The dead man and his assorted injuries still hum and buzz softly from the increasing number of insects drawn to the now larger heap of decaying flesh. The ground is wet enough that I almost expect the leaves won’t catch fire, that they’ll smolder and sputter, but unlike any regular person, the Hunter can call magic.

Father whispers a word as he rests the palm of his hand over the damp leaves. The mound ignites. Magic does not need to obey the limits of damp leaves or wet earth. It comes to my father’s hand like something miraculous, and in moments, the ground crackles. Smoke rises, a fetid cloud of wet leaves and bloodless man.

The urge to gag returns, and I take another step back. I don’t want to be bathed in the smoke of the dead. That, too, feels unclean somehow.

My instinct is to watch the woods to be sure no stray spark sets fire to nature, but within the circle, my father’s magic burns everything. Only there. Only what’s inside the circle. The flames will not leap beyond the barrier or spread too high or far. Hunter’s Fire never does.

We stand in wait as the victim of something awful is reduced to nothing more than shards of bone and teeth. Whatever magic fire the Hunter summons burns at a temperature that makes me wary of the power I must one day brandish. The Hunter is a weapon, a blade made of flesh. That much power is terrifying to contemplate. If my sister were threatened, if my mother were in danger, are there lines I would refuse to cross?

No wonder the identity of the Hunter must be protected, my fears whisper.

The thought must be one every Hunter will face, but when I look at the magic that will become my own when Father dies, I worry that I am not strong enough to wield it safely.

Sometimes I wonder whether my father keeps me locked out of his heart for that very reason. I adore my mother and my sister, and that is all the room I have in my heart for vulnerability. That is one of the lessons I don’t think Father meant to teach me. I do not fear only the creatures that threaten us; I also fear the depths of my own rage if my loved ones were imperiled. To hunt the monsters, a Hunter must be deadly in ways that terrify me still.


Chapter 2

“[F]airies are . . . as real for some persons as any other fact in life in this last decade of the nineteenth century.”

—Tales of the Fairies and of the Ghost World by Jeremiah Curtin [1895]

Deep in my thoughts, I stand, mint-soaked cloth covering my nose and mouth and breathing deeply, as my father stares at the circle where only bones now remain. He takes a moment, watching them smolder. Then he finally gestures me near.

My work here is not yet done. As he watches, I use the steel rod to sift through the gray ash and charred bone, trying to tell myself that this is not a man, not a person with a family somewhere. The distance is a lie, and not even a very good one.

“Faery teeth?”

“None.”

“Claws?”

“No.”

“Faery blood?” He sounds hopeful, voice louder as he peers over my shoulder. I wonder whether he once did this part, when I was too young to assist, when his knees weren’t swollen, when his bones didn’t crackle if he squatted.

I shift all the remaining bones, trying to tell myself that the dead man’s teeth are merely stones resting under burned leaves. My lies do little to hide reality. Still, there’s no green anywhere. No hardened faery blood hides in the ashes. If there were a single speck of the green goop, it would stand out like an emerald in the gray, white, and black debris.

“Nothing.”

We peer into the places where blood had pooled on the ground near the body. That, too, is burned away. No hardened emerald tears rest there either. We find not even a sliver of faery blood.

“Maybe the killer is a man,” Father says. He waits for an affirmation I cannot offer, sighs heavily, and admits, “We both know this is one of them.”

“I believe so. The lack of faery blood confirms the fight was elsewhere, perhaps.”

“Or there was no fight, no injury to the beast that did this.”

Seeing fear in his eyes does not inspire much hope in me. If a seasoned Hunter is afraid, I am useless. Father will find it. He will hunt and kill it. He is the Hunter. I hate myself a little for fearing that I’m wrong.

“I will do everything I can to help,” I promise.

He grunts again. I think it’s a sound of assent, but his assent sounds a lot like his doubt.

He holds out the salt bag again, and I straighten. He pours the crystals over my hands and then his own.

Then he turns and stomps off. “Come.”

I do as I’m bidden, but I have to pause when we reach the horses. He’s standing still and staring at me. “Father?”

“I must tell His Grace in case there are more bodies found. This is not like most deaths. That bodes ill.”

The thought of going there, to Maudite Castle, sends a shiver of a different sort over me. I simply don’t go there, not for almost a decade. “Safe ride, Hunter,” I say as mildly as I can manage. “I will take these samples to Fleuriste Manor and see if the microscopy reveals anything. I’ll meet you at home and—”

“No.” Father’s voice holds a finality that makes his horse freeze and glance at him, awaiting commands from his master.

Father meets my gaze and bluntly says, “I am not certain to be in this world many more years. It is time Maudite and Her Majesty both are more accustomed to dealing with you, and if this murder is as dreadful as I fear, I will need you more than usual.”

“My lord, you’re still young enough and—”

“You will accompany me to Maudite Castle, and in the future, you will go in my stead to this or to the palace.” He tromps through the woods like some elegant beast; I know not how he moves so stealthily. For all my training, I am never silent or graceful. Not like him.

I am not ready to be Hunter. My prey will hear me and flee.

“I would rather not see her,” I whisper.

When he says nothing for almost a full minute, I think I spoke too softly. I repeat, “I would rather—”

“That wretched woman lives in Regina Centrum now, and you need to behave like someone of your standing, rather than cower in front of that reprobate. You’re going to patrol to kill beasts, but you cannot face a trollop in trousers? Hmph.” The sound of disapproval is more akin to a growl than a word, and I flinch away from the harshness of his continued judgment.

“I don’t cower before Isabeau, and she’s not a reprobate.” I feel my face burn with embarrassment, but I can’t stop my words. “She’s the next duke.”

“Hmph. Duke or not, she beds every widow and maiden who—”

“That is irrelevant,” I say too loudly. Tales of Isabeau’s exploits have never been gossip I want to hear, but my heart assures me that it is anything but irrelevant. Father has no patience for my tender feelings, though, so I concentrate on the other part. “You would not let me hit her when we were children, Father. That is not cowering.”

“Hmph. Certainly didn’t look like you were considering hitting her when I last saw the two of you together.” He has no mercy in him. He never has.

My cheeks burn as hot as Hunter’s Fire—not at the memory but at the sudden rush of longing that rises like a living thing inside me. Despite her abandonment, my heart and body still feel like they belong to Isabeau in some unfathomable way. If I saw her name etched on the bones of my body, I would be unsurprised.

“There was nothing wrong with her kissing me. I chose that. I chose to let her seduce—”

“And I chose to stop it.” Father stares ahead as he speaks. “Something in that one is dark and dangerous. She’s not worthy of a Hunter.”

The conversation dies at that. In my father’s way, he sounds almost as if he cares. He does, of course, but about the mission, not the daughter who will fulfill it. What else is there to say about her? I loved Isabeau, and I thought she loved me, and no one in society has failed to notice that I now avoid seeing Isabeau at all costs. The gossip stings, but not as much as knowing that every word the debauched future duke said to me was apparently a lie. I wonder, not rarely, if she says those same words to all the other women in her bed since me.

“Does she know?” I ask after the silence extends too long. “That you are the Hunter?”

He scoffs.

“No. Not her. Not the duchess. Not the queen’s son or consort. Being a Hunter means safeguarding the secret of your duty,” Father finally says, pulling my mind away from mistakes and back to murder. “His Grace only knows what I am—what you will be—because his estate is near the faery’s veil. The queen thought telling her half brother would be wise.”

“May I tell Isabeau then? She is the queen’s niece and the next duke, and by that definition, she will one day need to—”

“Rules, girl. There are rules. It’s what separates us from the monsters. Until Isaac dies, you cannot tell her. When she is the duke, so be it . . . though I cannot imagine she’ll be much use to you as a duke.” Father makes a snorting noise that sounds more horse than man.

I don’t point out that Isaac, Duke of Maudite, is not in the woods with Father. I know that Father consults with him, but that is not enough to be “of use.” I don’t need Isabeau’s help either. When I am Hunter, my sister will assist me. That, too, I do not mention. Father adores Rylan.

“I have been weighing the matter of the Hunter succession, incidentally. Your mother suggested that perhaps if you marry a man, the role of the Hunter will pass to your husband upon my death. There’s never been a girl who’s carried the mantle. Then you would never have to tell the Maudite menace. You could stay home and be a proper wife.” He pauses and then adds, “Girard would be a good choice for a husband. He’s strong. Aware of the Hunter’s duties because of his role in the village. I spoke to him about taking you as a wife.”

“You what?” I gape at him. The notion that my fate would pass to a spouse is insulting to all women. The Hunter has always been a Fleuriste. Like noble titles, it is inherited.

“Girard is willing. You have only to accept.” Father continues to stare straight ahead. “When you were born, I gave your mother my vow that I would allow you to choose your spouse, as she did. So I cannot order you.”

“You thought your promise to her wouldn’t matter. That you’d have a son.”

“Fleuristes always have sons. I had sons.” His jaw clenches. “My sons died, but if you were to marry, he would be my son by law and perhaps . . .”

“I am not looking to shirk my duty.” Mimicking his posture, I stare straight ahead, trusting that Father will warn me of danger. His hearing is superior to mine. All his senses are. “I . . . tried to become interested in Girard. When you suggested that I . . . that we . . . I tried.”

The memory of awkward kisses and coupling that was wholly unsatisfying leaves me at a loss for words. Talking about that sort of intimacy is not a thing a proper lady does, and if she does, it is only with one’s physician or closest confidante—certainly not with one’s father. The silence grows long enough that I am excited when I see the tip of Maudite Castle come into view over the tops of the trees. The looming dark stone castle is a fitting home for the rakish future duke.

“I will not be marrying Girard,” I say. I may be filled with more doubts about my own ability than I can express, but on this I am certain. “I will do my duty, but I will not marry any man.”

“Many families treat marriage as a business contract and—”

“I will marry for love or not at all,” I say, voice unwavering.

“Being the Hunter is a gift bestowed upon our family by the grace of the crown and God above. You cannot let these emotions get in the way.” Father nudges his horse, Imp, to race forward, leaving me behind.

I pause for a moment, grateful that I won’t have to face Isabeau today, and especially not in a mud-spattered old gown. At least she’s in Regina Centrum, debauching another noblewoman, while I have been in the forest gathering up samples from the throat and eye of a dead man.

Father has already crossed the outer wall and entered the courtyard. A guard waves me forward as I approach the wall, likely aware that I am straggling behind the Earl of Fleuriste.

As Father walks his horse toward a servant, they both turn to wait for me to catch up. The impulse to thunder toward them gives way under a reminder that these people do not know that I am the next Hunter. I would appear a spoiled child, petulant and bedraggled. So I ride toward them, dismount, and hand the reins to the waiting man.

Stepping back, I let myself marvel at the beauty of Maudite Castle for a moment. The towering building is not as updated as Fleuriste Manor. The edifice is liberally decorated with both gargoyles and grotesques. A few gargoyles appear to be vomiting currents of rainwater, and one squats like it is urinating a wide river of rain. I try in vain to recall the names Isabeau and I assigned the gargoyles. We christened a few grotesques as well, but it was these few on the front of the main castle building that caught our very young minds. I mentally list several of the names with a smile as I follow my father to the front door, which opens at our approach.

Bartholomew.

Antoine.

Gertrude.

A servant shows us in, taking our cloaks and trying not to wince at the state of my dress. At least Isa—

My entire body seizes somewhere between joy and terror as she walks toward us. Nothing in my life has ever been as breathtaking as Isabeau, future Duke of Maudite, current Viscount of Ashmore. I haven’t seen her in years, and though she is unmistakably herself, she is visibly stronger and leaner now. Time has been good to her. Her eyes still seem darker than any I’ve seen, and her body carves through space like a knife in motion. My first love has always felt like an answering violence to my own temper, and my hand almost drops to my hilt before years of lessons in being a lady kick in.

My hand drifts to my side, but I know that she noticed. Her lips curve in a brief smile that makes my knees unsteady. Horrible people ought not be so lovely.

“Fleuriste.” Isabeau bows her head politely to my father, the Earl of Fleuriste. Then she turns slightly to the side and bows a second time. Inappropriately, her bow is deeper this time, and her voice sounds like she’s purring my name as she says, “Lady Gabrielle.”

Father nods. “Ashmore.” Then he glances at me. “I will speak to His Grace and inform you after. You may join us after you”—he darts a look at Isabeau—“talk to her.”

He trudges off, and I try not to notice that he’s favoring his right leg again. Does the magic exhaust him? Or was it the early ride and wet weather? I am still watching him as he heads to the study when I hear Isabeau ask, “Does he still find fault with me for convincing you to dally in the pantry with me?”

My face feels warm as I snap, “My father has likely forgotten that afternoon. I certainly had.”

“Truly . . . ?” She sweeps her gaze over me, not dismissively at all, but with a bold stare like she’s appraising a trinket to buy. “Would you like a reminder? We could go back there and—”

“Stop.” I take several deep breaths, and once controlled, I meet Isabeau’s eyes. “Must you be so boorish?”

“Most people find me charming.” Isabeau’s very presence feels like a challenge, a test I shall inevitably fail.

She’s even more beautiful than I allowed myself to remember these last years. Dressed in a shirt, vest, suit coat, and leggings that hug her visibly muscular shape without becoming vulgar, she has an elegance that transcends mere beauty. Over it all, she has a houppelande. Although the coatlike garment is fur trimmed and trails to the ground, it does not look foolish on her. It tells me she was likely outside. A quick look at her red ears confirms the same.

They’d be cold if I kissed them, my traitorous mind whispers.

Her raven-wing-dark hair is cut short enough that the unruly curls threaten to rebel; one seems to be wrapping around the curve of her ear, not unlike the feathers of the raven that comes to mind every time I see her.

Her beauty is the only excuse I have for sounding so cutting as I say, “No, Isabeau, most people find your future title and your proximity to the queen charming.” I pull off my sodden-wet hat. My two thick braids drop like serpents, heavy and twisting down my back. “I am not impressed by either title or lineage, unlike most of your paramours.”

At first, I fear she’s changed too much as she simply stares at me. Then the quick temper I remember fills her charcoal-dark eyes, and she drawls, “Most of my paramours?”

I swallow several replies. I was not intending to imply that I was still in their number, and according to court gossip, her sheets are never cold. Once, I thought she was mine. Now, I have been replaced by countless lovers.

Isabeau’s eyes are fixed on me as she lowers her voice and asks, “So you agree to be my paramour again, then? I would certainly be willing to resume kissing you.”

“That is your reply to me?” I force a scoffing noise to hide the laugh that threatens to escape. Verbally sparring with her does good things for my mood.

I bet exchanging sword strikes would be better, temptation whispers.

Isabeau steps closer than I am prepared to accept, and I stumble away hastily, awkwardly, embarrassingly all but falling until she grips my wrists to steady me.

In a low voice she demands, “Is that blood?”

“Probably.” I look down, hoping upon hope that it’s not faery blood. I could swear there was none. The dead man was mostly drained of his own blood. There was a little, though, in the pool on the ground.

I spot the wet mark; thankfully it’s human blood.

I hike up my skirt’s hem and pull out a dagger. Without a word, I sever the fabric above the blood. Trying to not seem as incredibly bizarre as I’m sure I must, I scour it with my eyes, trying to assure that no faery blood is there.

Contaminants!

I fumble around in a pocket for salt, fill my hand with it, and turn my back to her as if I’m embarrassed. Quickly, I toss salt on the marble floor, but not so quickly that she doesn’t notice.

“Did you salt my floor?”

“Never too careful,” I say, as if that answer is anywhere near truth.

She looks at me again, but this time her gaze rakes over me as if I’m vulnerable and precious to her. “Are you injured?”

“No,” I whisper. I forgot how much I liked her protective side, perhaps because it was coupled with a possessive streak that was sometimes less alluring.

“Not your blood?” she presses.

“Not mine.” Carefully, I fold the blood into the fabric and transfer it to the hand still coated with coarse salt. “Would you escort me to a fireplace?”

Isabeau offers her arm to me as if we are at a ball or something, as if I am not dressed in attire that will be sentenced to a fire when I return home, as if she did not shatter my heart into pieces a decade ago. A lump that might be my heart chokes me, and I sound like a weathered old woman as I manage to scratch out, “I’d rather not ruin your hem if there are other . . . fluids on my dress.”

Isabeau removes her houppelande, tosses the extravagant garment onto a table, and again offers her arm. I try not to stare at the shape of her revealed without the massive houppelande. I fail instantly. Debauched and drunk are the rumors I hear, but what I see is strength and beauty. If she were intoxicated as often as society swears, her face would not be so bright and beautiful. Alcohol poisons health, and Isabeau looks healthy.

The pause has stretched too long. Seeing no other option, I rest my hand on her elbow, tentatively, as if she might sear me.

“I’ve not seen you in the city,” she says. “I watch for you.”

“My life does not often lead to the sorts of places you frequent.”

“Balls? House parties? The theater? The opera?” Isabeau glances at me, challenge clear in both her eyes and voice.

Fine, then. If she wants to discuss her carousing, so be it.

“No,” I say. “The racetracks, gambling halls, and doxy dens. Even in the quiet chambers where I can be found, I hear word of your exploits, Isabeau.”

“You wound me.” She looks away, seeming almost embarrassed. “I am not so awful as the gossips say.”

We drift to silence, and I think that surely, this is not the resolution my father bade me to seek. In truth I was not prepared to see her, to walk with my hand on her arm, to hear her voice again. I’m not sure I could be. Not to see her. Not to touch her.

Gods above, the touch of her arm through the fabric of her suit coat and blouse is not going to unsettle me so. The curl of her ear, the spark in her eye, the curve of her calf, even the way her tongue wets her lips because she’s nervous . . .

“Your hair is longer,” Isabeau blurts out.

“Yours is shorter. Have we nothing more significant to discuss?” I release her elbow and walk to the fire. I keep my back to her as I toss the cloth into the flames and salt my hands.

“How are you?” she manages. “Truthfully.”

I can feel her watching me. She’s never been subtle when she studies me. It used to send a frisson of excitement through my body. Honestly, it still does. “I am restless. Ready for the cold months to end. You?”

“Heartbroken. Weary. I’ve moved to the castle.” I turn to face her, and her eyes hold mine as if she is daring me to pursue the conversation, but I cannot.

I stand, shoulders back, chin up, and ask, “Would you let me know if there is other . . . red on my dress?”

I hate asking her to stare at this wretched excuse of a gown. Foolishly, I want to be beautiful if she’s the one studying me. Not tattered. Not smelling of a dead man’s ashes. The stitching of my gown is torn at the waist, and several slashes mark the skirt and bodice. Mud clings to the hem like an adornment.

“How do you still look so lovely in this mess of a frock?” Isabeau murmurs, as if she can read my mind. More likely, she sees my nervousness. She could always read my face too well.

“Is there any more blood?” I pivot slowly.

“No.” Isabeau shakes her head. “Why was there blood at all?”

I press my lips together and then say, “There was a man in the wood. My father is telling His Grace.”

“Were you attacked?” Isabeau reaches out as if to pull me into an embrace, and I swear my heart cracks inside my chest. Even now, her instinct is to protect me. Although I have no doubt that the rumors of duels and stealing out windows and brawls are all true, Isabeau is as chivalrous as she is perilous.

I hold a hand out to stop her approach and look down at my dress. “I am merely wet and mud coated.”

“You are still the loveliest of women, even with twigs and leaves upon your person,” Isabeau says, voice dropping into a familiar seductive register.

I laugh, despite everything. “Perhaps you have learned a bit of charm since last we spoke.”

“And enough decorum to offer you a replacement dress to travel home,” Isabeau adds quickly. “I have dresses. I no longer have need of them, and yours is”—her eyes dart to the missing swath of fabric—“damaged.”

“Are you trying to get me out of my dress, my lord?”

“No!” Isabeau fumbles her words, and against all logic, she’s more alluring for it. “Not that I would not be . . . Not that . . . I mean to say, you are still the loveliest of creatures, Gabrielle. I would—”

“Lady Gabrielle.” The duchess has entered the room without any noticeable sound. She has long had a disconcerting ability to do so.

I drop into a curtsy. The duchess is the only woman I have encountered in all of Alveus who expects me to act like she’s my superior. The other nobles I see in Regina Centrum are my peers. There are other duchesses, of course, but none I regularly encounter.

And none whose daughter I let fondle me, my guilt whispers.

The duchess shoots Isabeau a stern look. “Your father is concluding his business, and the earl would like his daughter present, so I thought I might find Lady Gabrielle. Instead, I find you once again on the verge of . . .” She pauses and stalks toward me. “What is that wretched thing you wear? Has your family fallen upon hardship?”

“No, Your Grace.” I curtsy again. Never too often with the manners for this woman. “My father and I were roused early to carry news to His Grace about most pressing matters.”

“That does not explain your dress.” The duchess circles me. “When I overheard your words, I thought my daughter was being careless in her dalliance with you yet again. His Grace’s health does upset her, and her tendency to behave in rakish ways is no secret.”

“Mother.” Isabeau visibly flinches at her mother’s words. “Gabrielle was—”

“Lady Gabrielle,” the duchess corrects.

“Yes, Mother. Lady Gabrielle was rather battered by her travel through Brimmond Wood, and I was simply offering her one of the gowns that I have no use of.”

The duchess gives us both an incredulous look. “I sincerely doubt your clothing would fit her. You have notably different silhouettes. Is this a ruse to drag her to your chambers? We spoke about the rules when here at—”

“I am quite fine in my current gown, Your Grace,” I interrupt loudly. “Your daughter was merely being kind.”

Isabeau shoots me a smile that does little to quash my interest in the idea that I could have had an excuse to go to her chambers.

“You do appear to inspire that in her, don’t you?” The duchess summons a servant. “Go to the east wardrobe for one of last season’s gowns. You’ll have to hem something, as even beside me she is more petite, but our bosoms are more similar.”

To me, she says only, “Go to the study first. My daughter can show you to the door, but His Grace has requested that she not join you.”

“I do not need a replacement gown, Your Grace,” I start, but the duchess ignores me and walks away.

The affront on Isabeau’s face is marked, but she still walks me toward the study. Again, my hand is on her elbow, and again, my heart aches at this simple touch. I can find my way to the study without escort, but I don’t mind her presence. At all. I should, but I tuck each moment away in my memory to treasure.

“The duke is unwell?” I ask as we walk. “Is that the cause of your heartbreak?”

“He has lived eight decades.” Isabeau’s voice is harsh as she admits, “The illness in his chest grows worse. I fear . . .”

I step in front of her and embrace her tightly. “I’m sorry, Isa. I know how close you are.”

A sob chokes Isabeau as I hold on to her. It feels as if we are girls again, closer than friends, foolishly swearing to stay that way unto eternity. Of course, now, Isabeau towers over me, tucking me under her chin.

A few tears slide from her eyes.

“If you need a friend, send a messenger,” I whisper. “Despite everything, I would still offer you my friendship.”

“Despite everything?” She jerks away from my embrace. “Thank you. I . . . apologize for my behavior. I’ll leave you to your meeting with my father.”

She pivots, and I watch her stride away, seemingly offended, but I can’t chase her. I know what conversation awaits me, and it’s not the conversation I once dreamed of having with both of our fathers.

Being the Hunter comes first. Now and always. Everything else must wait when Hunter business is pressing.


Chapter 3

“Geasa, whether in the sense of [taboos] or of obligations, could be imposed by anyone, and must be obeyed, for disobedience produced disastrous effect.”

—The Religion of the Ancient Celts by John Arnott MacCulloch [1911]

I push open the heavy oak door that leads into the study where my father sits with the duke. The room is lit by several small lamps, and the duke is reclining on a settee with a sheepskin over his legs for warmth. Even with the fire blazing, he looks drawn.

A tea tray sits on the small table in front of them. Steam lifts from a cup, and the scent of something floral tints the air.

“Is my daughter well?” the duke asks. A genial smile hovers over his lips, and I am reminded that he never objected to the moments when Isabeau and I stole away.

“She offered me a less distressed garment, as did Her Grace.” I am not interested in pleasantries or memories, but I cannot be impatient with a dying man. His skin has a waxen look to it, as if it’s ready to slip away.

“Ask my sister to tell Isabeau what you are after her mourning period,” the duke orders. “I could tell her now, but she has enough weight on her. I worry how my family will react to my passing.”

My father is uncommonly silent. The box of samples sits on the table, open to reveal its ghastly contents.

I startle. “Is that safe? The contaminations—”

My words are cut off as the duke laughs. “I’m already at the last edges of dying, Gabrielle. If I see the dawn, I will be surprised.”

I am unsure how to reply.

The duke coughs, and blood blooms on the cloth he holds to his lips. He sees me catching sight of the stains. “I have lived a long life. My dearest dreams came true when I found love. The rest . . .” He shrugs. “It matters little.”

I’m not sure why I’m here in this room. By the time I am the Hunter, His Grace will be gone, but there’s no delicate way to ask why I have been summoned. So I wait.

After the duke coughs violently again, he stares at me with eyes very like Isabeau’s. “Whatever other duties you have, Gabrielle, I ask that you protect my daughter.”

I startle at his request. As a duke, Isabeau will be higher ranking than almost everyone. The only ones higher are the royals, who are her family via her father. Gently, I say, “I cannot protect her from her moods or gossip, Your Grace.”

“Her heart. Protect her heart. She’s delicate. You saw it. So many people don’t. They think she’s . . . coarse.” He makes a sound that is either a cough or a noise of displeasure.

“I will do my best to protect her, Your Grace.” I stumble over my words. “I still care for her. We were friends for a long time.”

“Friends,” he echoes with a kind smile. “Indeed. She is a loyal friend, my Isabeau. I am grateful you are her friend, Gabrielle.”

The urge to glance at my father is strong, but he insists on only seeing Isabeau as trouble. I’m still not sure why. He has no issue with women marrying one another. No member of the nobility does. He loathes Isabeau, though. The Earl of Fleuriste does not share the logic of his opinions with me. As Hunter, he will, but the part of him that is my father keeps his opinions away from my ears.

“Was the death in the woods certain to be not by man?” the duke asks, glancing at my father and then back at me.

I want to support whatever my father has said; he is the Hunter. Unfortunately, I have no idea what he’s said, so I opt to be truthful. “I have no doubt. There was no faery blood to confirm it, but the dead man’s wound was deep and unerring. There were no start and stop marks. The depth was consistent from one side to the other.”

The duke’s attention darts to the door as the duchess slips into the room, standing out of the way as the duke asks his questions of me. “No faery you know?”

“The Hunter will find the killer, Your Grace,” I assure him.

“And the victim? What know you?” the duchess interjects.

As she moves closer, my father closes the steel box of samples and secrets it away. The duchess is not dying, and I am glad he is being careful not to expose her to anything dangerous. She ought not be in here around such things.

Father doesn’t answer her, so I do. “A traveler. Not local to our home village. Does that matter? Do either of you know something?” I hear muffled voices beyond the door and then a crash. “Anything would help.”

“He is the Hunter, then. The earl?” The duchess gives my father a strange look and then turns to the duke. “You never said. In all these years.”

“You had no need to know. I was here to handle such things.”

“If they had not come here today, would you have told me before you—”

“I am not yet dead, my heart.” The duke pulls his wife near with surprising strength.

I want to flee. Theirs is not a conversation for witnesses, especially as the duke looks as if death is but a moment away. I don’t want to intrude in their final moments. “Your Grace.” I curtsy. “I will do my best to do as you request.”

The Duke of Maudite breathes out a rattling gasp of air and glances at me. “Talk to my sister. Some creatures are territorial. If this man was a stranger, perhaps . . .”

I’m not sure if his words fade because he’s falling asleep or has lost the thought or even lost the air to speak. The duke waves us toward the door as his wife clutches him, as if she can keep him in this world by clinging to his dying body.

Still the duke adds, “Talk to Morag. Tell her I loved her until my death.”

My father walks up to the duke and bows deeply. “Isaac. Your Grace.” His voice is rough. “It has been my privilege.”

The duke motions for the duchess to back away as my father leans close to clasp the duke’s arm. He whispers in the duke’s ear. The duchess frowns at them both. She has always been possessive of her husband’s time and attention.

“I will not fail you,” Father says. Then he straightens and leads me to the door. Whatever friendship they have shared over the years is deeper than I was privy to. Father pauses only long enough to bow to Her Grace. He says nothing to her, and the expression he wears is an odd one.

I forget myself and bow rather than curtsying to her, and she gives me a peculiar look. My stoic father looks defeated as we walk out of the study. He has lost a friend to death today, even though the moment is not yet here.

I scurry after Father, wishing that Isabeau were here to at least hear my goodbye. When next I see her, she’ll be the Duke of Maudite. She’ll be mourning. I will eventually be relieved not to have to lie to her about my duty, but not if the cost is her sorrow.

Still clad in my ripped and sodden dress, I march across the puddle-decorated courtyard and retake my horse. “Do we patrol? Do we—”

“You head to the manor. I must speak to Her Majesty.” Father hands me the box with the samples we gathered at the death site. “The microscopy ought to eliminate something. I will see you on the morrow.”

Father and I part ways at the mouth of Brimmond Wood, and I glance back at Maudite Castle. Once I thought I’d make my home there, at least part of the time, spinning a fantasy about dividing our lives between Isabeau’s castle and my manor. Eventually, some other woman will be her duchess, and if I’m lucky we can share the sort of friendship our fathers had.

The journey through the Brimmond Wood feels different alone. Every crunch of a creature’s scurrying or footfalls in the debris is loud. I jump like a scared child when a bevy of wild game birds launch into the air with a loud cacophony of wings and scattering leaves. I am immobile completely when I see the reason for their flight. A great cat sìth prowls after them, still in pursuit even though the birds are now aloft.

The faery cat pays me no attention as it slinks from one patch of sunlight to the next, muscle and fur flowing more like molten gold than an animal. I study the sharp claws that extend from each massive paw as the cat watches the treetops for the birds. The cat’s claws retract as I watch, and it turns toward me.

I am fixed in place by the moss-green irises focused intently upon me.

“I mean you no harm,” I say, voice louder than I like in the silent wood. “Unless you were the killer this morning . . .”

Although nothing in the Hunter journals says that the cat sìth speaks any of the languages of humans, the cat in front of me smiles then, looking more amused than an animal ought to ever look. The gesture flashes teeth at me. One serrated tooth is the size of my arm.

“You would have to put a man’s whole head in your maw to behead him.” I scoff at the image. The dead man’s skull would have been crushed like a melon, and the musty scent of cat sìth would’ve lingered at the site of the death.

This is not the killer we have to stop. This faery beast is massive and daunting to see, but the strange beast only eats birds or squirrels. I tell it, “I cannot imagine ever harming you. Go get your birds.”

A long, split tongue lashes out and licks inside its nose with a slurping noise. The cat sìth is not the most refined faery, but it’s not a murderer of people. With a hiss, it launches into the next sunbeam, not quite bounding, but not actually running either. Nothing in the journals clarifies how it actually moves.

“One faery suspect eliminated, and no idea where to look next.” I feel no more or less safe with a cat sìth nearby. Not seeing me as a meal is not the same as being an ally.

I watch the shadows for any other creature—or human—that might lurk there. Though I am like the cat sìth in that I am not going to be a Hunter of humans, I am always aware that my own kind is not without flaws. My father and I must weigh the possibility that any culprit we seek is a human—or a beast of this world. The forest has those threats, too. Serpent and wolf, panther or spider, both the large and small threats wait in the wooded corners of my life, too.

A scream cuts through the forest, too raw to be human, too human to be faery.

Before I can allow fear to take hold of my feet, I urge my horse in the direction of the sound.

A creature that can behead a grown man was here last night, my fear reminds me.

You are not yet the Hunter, my logic calls out.

But I have a duty, and I am fairly certain it is not a duty that will magically activate one day when I inherit this task. My calling is already present inside me. I was raised to be the Hunter, taught that my mission was to protect humanity, reminded over and again that my life is already as good as forfeit if I am a coward.

“I am no coward,” I whisper as I ride toward the general area of the scream.

The closer I get, the more I realize that I am approaching the same place where we saw the dead man a few hours ago. I slip off the back of my horse as quietly as I can and draw my sword. The box of samples from this very site is in a satchel still on the horse. I debate carrying it with me, but I am one person. Trying to hold a steel box and a sword seems foolish—and no creature would be so aware as to take my samples. The faeries that come through the gate are almost always barely more than animal. Animals don’t think of evidence, not the way humans do.

Steel blade in my hand, I continue toward the site, half expecting to see another dead body, half fearing that the body will be my father’s.

He would never scream like that, logic reminds me.

A laugh echoes around me, not quite the sound of a common loon, but I think it is not human. At first, I think I’ve been misled by a mix of birds and nerves, but then a sharp blow to the back of my head knocks me forward, right onto the charred remains of the dead man. I have no time to guess who or what attacked me. Instinct kicks in, and I swing wildly behind me with my sword, feeling it make contact as I try to roll over.

I realize that my palm is in the ashes of the corpse. As gross as it is, I grab a fistful of ash and teeth and toss it toward my assailant. Ashes in the eye could blind my attacker if I’m lucky.

So far, I don’t know whether I’ve managed any real strike, or whether the ashes aimed true, but in a fight against something stronger, any tactic is acceptable. I manage to push to my knees, tangled as I am in my wet skirt.

All I can see between the ash in my own face and my uneven vision is the vague shape of a person. Pain sears my arm, but still, I jerk out my bag of salt and fling crystals toward it. It darts into the shadows of the forest quicker than anything ought to move.

I demand, “Who are you?”

Then I am struck again, and everything goes dark.


Chapter 4

“Witness the nature of the creatures, their caprice, their way of being good to the good and evil to the evil, having every charm but conscience—consistency. Beings so quickly offended that you must not speak much about them at all, and never call them anything but the ‘gentry,’ or else daoine maithe, which in English means ‘good people.’”

—Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, edited and selected by W. B. Yeats [1888]

When I open my eyes, I cannot at first tell how long my unconsciousness has lasted. My training kicks in. It was not much after dawn when we went to Maudite Castle, so it was not yet midday when we left there. The sky is no different than when I was knocked down. At most we are nearing afternoon.

The cut on my arm from where I landed awkwardly on the very edge of my sword is new, but I cannot decide if it or the throbbing in my head plagues me more.

A hardened green gem rests on the earth beside me. Faery blood looks no different than emeralds when it dries. Either we missed this evidence earlier or the thing that attacked me is a faery. Neither answer is pleasing. I think, though, that I have injured it. I doubt the Hunter and I would both have missed faery blood.

Unsteadily I roll over, away from the mound of ash and charred bone that I’ve disturbed. I cannot grab the faery blood until I know I’m alone now. Survival first, evidence second.

Yet in rolling over, I am forcefully reminded that the back of my head was struck. I push to sitting, and as I do the world spins dizzyingly. Blood from a cut on my upper arm drips and trickles from there to my wrist like a line of ants marching. It was a glancing cut, at least—I see no bone under the red smear visible in the tear of my dress.

I cannot be sure I can stand, much less fight, but I fumble on the ground until I can grip the hilt of my sword, nonetheless. With my other hand, I touch the back of my head. My hand comes away wet. The blood is still fresh and red in my hand, not yet congealed. Has it been only a moment? I wipe the blood on the skirt of my already ruined dress and stumble to standing.

I sway even after I plant my feet in a fighting stance. My voice is weak even to my own ears as I say, “Hello?”

The only sounds are the leaves unsettled by the wind, rustling together like the shifting of taffeta skirts at overcrowded balls, and a few steady dripping sounds as water rolls over leaves and onto stone or log underneath. No mad laughter. No screams.

I scan the undergrowth, wondering whether there is another victim. I would say the scream was a woman’s, but sometimes a man’s scream can be that high and desperate. I would say it was human, but not all faeries sound like beasts. Louder this time, I call, “Hello!”

Listening for sounds of distress, I wobble away from the ash pile with my sword at the ready.

Minutes tick by. I see neither victim nor my horse. I see no monsters or even wildlife. I am seemingly alone in Brimmond Wood for the moment—but I very clearly was not. Someone or something hit the back of my head. My hat is gone, and my two long braids dangle loose. I am torn between unraveling them to hide my injury and the reality that fighting is harder when I can’t see well.

“Hello!” I yell, louder now. The thudding pain in my head reacts poorly to my yell.

This time, I am greeted by a voice saying, “There you are!”

Faeries don’t speak, though, at least not the sorts that are tolerated in our world. Those that do are forbidden entry by the Queens’ Treaty. The voice is not pained either, so I cannot think this is a victim. A crashing through the forest is accompanied by a rider leading my own steed my way. Though the rider and horses are not yet upon me, I know that shape as well as my own. I could identify her in a dark room by feel alone. Isabeau.

My hand on my hilt tightens, and I step on the faery blood. I don’t want her to see it. I certainly don’t want her to have reason to ask why I am alone in the woods with faery blood beside me. A quick look at her shows no injury. She was not my attacker.

I hate that the thought even enters my mind. Even when she was cross with me, Isabeau treated me as if I were made of delicate crystal. She, however, acts as if she is invincible. I admire her approach. Isabeau rides the way she does almost everything, as if time’s sands can be outrun. When she stops, she is standing at my side too quickly, too eagerly, and I take a step backward.

“Gabrielle? Love?” Isabeau holds my gaze but does not close the distance I’ve created.

“Were you here?” I do not think the scream was hers, but I need to know. Did the creature threaten her, too?

“In the forest?” She frowns, eyes darting away from mine now. “No. When I saw your horse loitering outside the castle, I thought you might have waited to talk . . .”

“I did not.”

“Were you thrown?” Isabeau looks me over, taking in the bloody smear now on my skirt and the leaves that cling everywhere.

With my swordless hand, I brush away ashes, not wanting to have her realize that the remains of the dead cling to me. I reach the bottom of my skirt and scoop up the hardened faery blood and a good handful of dirt. I shove it in my pocket as I ask, “Did you see anyone when you were riding? Anything?”

“Were you attacked?”

“You asked that earlier, as well,” I point out. “I am fine. Are attacks frequent here?”

Her night-dark horse moves closer, as if expecting her to return to their ride. Isabeau absently reaches back and strokes the massive steed as she mentions, “The passageway to Faerie is here in Brimmond Wood, past all the brambles. I would think the earl would have mentioned that to you by now.”

I stifle a smile. My father has done far more than mention it. We’ve stood at the gateway, and I felt its vibration as if something deadly summoned me. He said that was because I am the next Hunter, that even the gate sees me as a threat, but I heard a lie in his words. I simply don’t know what the lie is.

“I’ve seen it,” I say with a lightness I don’t feel. My sword is still in my hand, but I am hesitant to sheathe it. Something attacked me, though I don’t want to say as much to Isabeau. “Did you see a cat sìth?”

“No.” Isabeau nods toward my sword. “However, that’s a small sword for battling a cat sìth. And they are peaceful, you realize?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“If a cat sìth startled you and you lost your seat, that’s not intentional.” She gives me a superior look, as if she is schooling me on faeries. Since she has no idea of my duty, my future, I suppose she might think she is doing so. Pride wars with the temptation to accept an easy answer. Do I let her think my fall was because my horse unseated me? Or do I tell her the truth?

“Did you hear a scream?” I press.

“I did. Yours, I presume?”

Pride wins this time. “No. I was riding toward it . . . when I fell. Something hit my head.”

“Low branches can be a challenge when you ride too fast here.” Isabeau offers me a wry twist of a smile. “You would laugh if you knew how many times a branch parted me from Woede.” She again pats the horse, who still lingers behind her like an attentive shadow. “You need a horse that stays waiting for you when you tumble, or you need to ride slower, love.”

“Don’t.” My heart twists at the familiar note in her voice. “I accept you using my given name, but not that, not now. I am owed more respect than to be called by the words you use to excuse not remembering your paramours’ names.”

Her temper prickles, and I hear the resonance of it as she says, “Lady Gabrielle, then?”

The throbbing in my head grows more insistent by the moment. “My arm is cut, and my head drips blood onto my back. Can we not spar right now?”

Her entire expression changes. “Those are not the things one describes as ‘fine,’ Gabrielle. Let me see.” She reaches out as she moves too close to me, ignoring the sword still clutched in my hand. “Can you move your arm?”

“Which one?” I huff.

“The one that was cut.” She rips the tear already in my sleeve, parting the fabric and exposing the cut.

Though I am squeamish at the scent and sight of death, my own injuries evoke no such reaction. I glance over. The cut is not even as long as my longest finger. It bleeds freely, making it seem rather more grotesque, but the depth is shallow. I stare at it far more dispassionately than my volatile former beloved.

“This will need stitching.” Isabeau pulls out a muslin handkerchief, laundered until it has become silken in texture. She folds it and then wraps it snugly around the cut, covering the wound.

“I am aware.”

Silently, she steps behind me. I hear her gasp as she notices the mass of bloody hair. “This looks far worse than it is, I think. What is the purplish substance in it and on your dress?”

Her hand comes to rest on my shoulder, as if to steady me or herself. I feel as if her touch sears me, and I force myself not to lean toward her. I know Isabeau is both capricious and protective; this means nothing.

“I will see the physician when I am home,” I offer, feeling vaguely apologetic for my injury, though it was not my fault. Not really. What else could I do but investigate when I heard that scream?

“I will escort you and—”

“You will not.” I spin to face her, and the world spins faster than I do. I reach out to steady myself, catching her elbow with my blood-caked hand, noticing the purple on my hand as I do so. The odd fluid gives me pause. I stare at the ground. We burned a body here. There are no berries, fruits, or flowers left in the area that could be responsible for the purple.

“Whoa!” Isabeau wraps an arm around my waist, and for a flicker of a moment, I almost wish we were dancing.

“This wasn’t a ruse to get into your arms,” I mutter, embarrassed by my own thoughts and admitting that the blows to my head have muddled my mind a bit.

“No ruses ever needed, love.” She looks down at me. Before I can object to her calling me that, she adds, “I have called only one person ‘love,’ Gabrielle. One. In all my life.”

Later I can blame the wave of weakened knees on my blood loss or head injury, but in the moment, I will admit to myself that I avoid her because of this very reaction, this weakness that steals over me when she smiles at me as if I am the only woman in the world. Aloud I admit nothing. Instead, I say, “I would appreciate your assistance in taking the saddle.”

She sighs, expression falling. “I will see you safely home unless you want to return with me to—”

“I cannot intrude on your family when His Grace is ill.” I don’t say “dying,” although we both know that’s what I mean.

She nods at me. “Of course.”

“Can you . . .” I feel awkward asking. “Stand still a moment.”

She does, and I pull out my bag of salt and pour it on her arm where I gripped her, then on my skirt and my hands. Hating the thought of the pain about to flood me, I whisper, “I need you to hold me steady a moment.”

I don’t warn her why. I let her think I am simply dizzy, and then I take a liberal handful of salt in my palm. Bracing for the pain, I bow my head and reach back to release the granules over my wound.

The stinging makes my knees weaken and my stomach rebel.

“What are you doing?” Isabeau holds on to me as I bite back a sound.

“Contaminants,” I manage to say in a wavering voice. “I’d rather pain than . . .” I shrug. I’m not going to start listing the horrors I fear. “I didn’t think you’d do it for me.”

To that, she says nothing.

The ride home is slower than I’d like, but we still must pause so I can vomit twice. On the first occasion, I realize that I have not checked whether the steel box is still in the satchel. I feel inside my bag, exhaling a sigh of relief when my hand brushes the cold metal. On the second stop to purge my innards, I realize that I have surely accidentally done the work of removing Isabeau’s romantic interest. Seeing me injured, bleeding, and vomiting seems to be the rare thing that stills her tongue.

My head injury is more severe than either of us mentions, but I do notice her worried looks each time we pause, so I endeavor to not stop a third time. In truth, I’m not sure if I am successful by my efforts or if I simply have nothing left in my body to expel. I feel dismal.

We reach the edge of the village, and I slide off the horse into a semistanding position. Both my head and arm thump in pain, and the myriad aches from my fall are steadily announcing their presence. The quiet clatter of my empty sample vials sounds loud to me, and I wonder if I ought to have taken more samples from my attack site. Thinking to do so was not on my mind. All I have is the faery blood, but I suppose clarity is different when you are the victim.

Isabeau still has not remarked on the clattering of my overstuffed pockets. For that, I am grateful. I cannot fathom telling her that my pockets carry the empty vials, but in my satchel I have also the vitreous humor from a dead man’s eye or the skin from his death blow—both of which I collected. I cannot imagine telling her that I worry that the killer is something unknown to our world.

“Please take care in the forest,” is all I say.

“I can see you to the physician and—”

“I am capable.” I don’t want to admit that I am tempted by her arms, that I feel safer at her side, that I want to forget my pain and duty at the thought of tasting her lips again. “I need to go alone, Isabeau. I cannot remove my dress with you there.”

Her expression hardens, and I hear the raw edge of her temper as she bites off, “Afraid I’d prove as lecherous as gossips say?” Her gaze sears me as she adds, “Even as injured as you are? You think so little of me?”

“No.” I reach out and take her hand only long enough to squeeze it as I admit, “Not at all. I would rather you remember the way I look in your memory, not covered in blood and filth. I am allowed a little vanity, am I not?”

“You are stunning, love. Always.” Her voice is so sincere, so fervent, that I hate every woman she’s romanced or seduced. All of them. I lock away this memory because even in my pain, seeing her look at me and say such things is the single most romantic moment of my last decade.

I stand under the midday sun, covered in ash and blood, clad in tatters, and she looks at me as if I am something beautiful. It breaks my heart. I thought I was as shattered as I could be by her words and deeds, yet here we stand.

“Please?” I gesture to a building across the town square. No sign hangs in front of it, but the residents are physicians all trained in Regina Centrum. My family pays for whatever lessons they want, and in return, they open the door to us at any hour.

Isabeau bows to me and watches me hobble to the door.

I knock three times on a door that only opens for my family. They do see other patients, as needs require, but one physician is always ready at the side door if a Fleuriste is injured. Guilt sometimes washes over me for that, but there are benefits to offset the sacrifice of being the Hunter.

As the door opens, a young woman sees me and calls for the others. A child runs out and takes the horse, so it can be stabled at the Goose.

“My satchel,” I say.

The boy carries it to the house as I watch him. All I have to find clues about the creature my father must hunt is inside that bag. I cannot leave it outside.

I glance back to see Isabeau watching me, but then I am ushered into the warm house. As the door closes, I feel as if my willpower fades. No longer feigning strength, I let Maria—the matron of the house—direct me onto a steel bed that is covered in a stack of dark sheets. The steel will help kill any faery toxins on my body, and the sheet is a gesture of comfort. Steel beds are cold things, inflexible and icy.

“Creature?” Maria asks. Her long gray hair is bound atop her head in a massive bun, and her face is a map of wrinkles. Her feet are in one of the many pairs of brown brogans she wears. I trust her as I do few others. She’s been the steady hands that have protected me, healed me, and wiped away the blood and dirt that often cover me. In truth, I suspect she still can tell me the origin of the scars I no longer can recall.

Today, her careful hands snip away at my dress and petticoat, leaving me only in boots, tights, and stays in a matter of moments. Though she’s older even than my father, seven decades at the least, her hand is steady as she cuts away my clothing.

“I have no idea. I was attacked from behind,” I tell her. “Nothing that needs magic to fix.”

She pulls my boots off and hands them to a boy to salt. I hate that it’s needed, but if anything from my attacker lingers there, I don’t want to bring it into the manor. “We’ll treat the cuts in either case,” I say. “I did salt my head wound once.”

“Wise.”

The aches I was trying to ignore along the ride have grown impossible. Tears trickle from the corners of my eyes, leaving wet trails from my temples and vanishing into my debris-strewn hair. “Wait. I have things in my pockets.”

“What hurts most?” Maria’s sharp gaze sweeps my body, and I know that she thinks nothing of the scars that write stories there already. “The arm?”

I let myself settle into my skin, feeling the pains in truth. There are scrapes and bruises. Nothing screams as a break. This could have been so much worse. I close my eyes to let the weight and the feeling of surviving wash over me.

“My head. I am not steady on my step, and I cast up my food. Twice.” I let my gaze meet Maria’s. “The attacker struck my head with something heavy. Twice.”

Her lips press together as she considers treatment options. My injuries have almost always been by way of claw or tooth, so the primary treatments tended toward salting wounds to prevent the faeries’ toxins from entering into my body, setting bones, or stitching wounds.

“When the men at the Goose complain of that after a fall, I blame the drink.” Maria nods, but her lips tighten in disapproval. I am dizzy but sober, but she cannot stitch or apply poultices to anything to fix it. She’s never happy about injuries she cannot treat. “Are you able to stand without purging?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“The ground swims a bit, but . . .” I shrug, feeling the pull in my uninjured arm, and then shiver. As warm as the room is, I am still damp, injured, and nearly naked. “Not bad enough to waste magic.”

“Are you certain?” She frowns, and I know that she was considering using the hardened pebbles of magic that she keeps here for emergencies. She is kinder to my body than I am, but if I say no, she will typically adhere to my wishes.

“I’ve had worse head wounds. I need you to examine me for anything I cannot see well enough.”

“Mmph.” She frowns at me, but she does not walk to the counter for the precious few hardened bits of magic she has in stock.

I know one of her youngest apprentices has already been dispatched to the manor to fetch me something clean to wear. Another apprentice brings over a bucket of warm, wet rags that Maria is already using to wipe away the blood and grime on my arm. The water is heavily salted, and I must force myself not to cry out as the salty water flushes out my cut.

She grabs a dark, dyed cloth to blot the water and blood. “No green in it.”

“Good.”

“Not too deep.” She prods at the skin around it. “Stitch it up, and you’ll heal. Shame you aren’t him yet.”

Her words are callous, as being “him” means being the Hunter—and that means my father would be dead. From Maria’s perspective, however, having the Hunter’s healing abilities would change my injury from painful to mild.

Maria walks away to collect a glass bottle that has several threaded needles inside. The needles float in what looks like water, clear liquid that each needle and thread waits inside like fish in a jar. I know better.

She uncorks it and uses a hook to catch and withdraw a needle. The bitter scent assails me. Salted wine. That’s what each needle soaks into its thread. The thread is catgut, which despite the name is made of sheep’s intestines, not cats’.

Maria eyes my injury as if I am a swath of linen she is about to sew, and then she jabs the needle into my flesh. The pull of the thread through my skin used to bother me, but I have been stitched and sewn together in so many places now that the process no longer seems odd. She will mend me, pull my tears together so they resemble the right shape and order.

And I will think about the monster Father and I must find.

Not the woman who brought me to the village.

Not the risk my father could be facing in this moment.

Not the fact that he must be able to defeat this creature because I am not prepared for my destiny.

I will be sewn, salted, and redressed. And then I will begin to learn more about this creature.

Was it the same one that attacked me?

Why did it not kill me?

What does it want?

Or was it a man? Did he attack someone who screamed, then knock me out so I would not interfere?

All I have are questions, a handful of hardened faery blood, and a collection of vials to study.


Chapter 5

“The Pooka, rectè Púca, seems essentially an animal spirit. Some derive his name from poc, a he-goat; and speculative persons consider him the forefather of Shakespeare’s Puck. On solitary mountains and among old ruins he lives, ‘grown monstrous with much solitude,’ and is of the race of the nightmare.”

—Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, edited and selected by W. B. Yeats [1888]

By the time I am stitched and liberally doused with salt water, I no longer have any part of my body that doesn’t scream out in pain. Two maids from the manor have come to the physicians’ house with a dress and all the necessary accoutrements to transform me from patient to noblewoman.

“Lady Rylan sent a hooded cloak,” one woman tells me. “She says to tell you that Lady Fleuriste is in a temper over your absence and his lordship’s, so to cover up any bloody parts.”

I laugh, despite everything. My sister feigns gentility better than I can, but she is still cut from the same cloth. “Thank you . . .”

“Elspeth,” the woman supplies. She is older than my sister and me, but not by much.

All the villagers who can rotate in and out of service, and I aim to retain all their names in time. “Thank you, Elspeth.”

She steadies me as I don a clean chemise, stays, petticoats, and tights. On the outside, I look again like a lady. In fact, as I am fastened into a deep-blue dress with a high bodice and cap sleeves, I look far more suited to my station than I did this morning when I met with the Maudites. The stitches that pull my arm’s skin into a red slash stand out. That is my exception.

I can hide that, though. My sister has sent a slick cloak of oiled leather. Inside, a warm sheep’s wool keeps me cozy, and the oiled exterior repels the rain. Stitched into it are several large pockets—one specifically for carrying the steel boxes I use for samples.

“Cloak, please.”

Elspeth settles it over my shoulders.

Maria makes a disapproving noise. “It will be painful if the stitches catch, and if it catches . . . there will be blood on the wool.” She pushes the cloak away again and wraps a dark muslin cloth over the stitches, hiding them and protecting me.

“Thank you.” I look at her, at Elspeth, at the younger apprentices watching and learning from each time I or Father appears at their door.

“We’re doing our part for Alveus.” Maria pats my hand once she resettles the cloak. “None of us are going to be offended by a few stitches, m’lady Huntress.”

“I am not the Hunter yet.”

“May his lordship stay hale and well,” Maria says with a hasty sign over her face, a gesture meant to send a prayer to wherever prayers are wont to go. The sign is repeated by every soul present. To me, then, she adds, “I remember when he was the child in training. He was softer then.”

I have nothing to say to that, so I nod.

My hair is still damp when I touch it, but my hand no longer comes away bloodied. Fortunately, it is the warmest part of the day, so I will not be cold even with my wet hair. The younger woman squeezes my hair with a towel, careful not to tug on it lest the gash on my head start bleeding again.

Dressed and as presentable as I can be, I step into my boots and collect the steel box from the satchel, intending to tuck the box inside the large pocket in my cloak. When I pick it up, no noise echoes inside. No clank or clatter.

Panicked, I unlatch and open it. The box is empty. Every clue we gathered has been taken away. All I am left with are the samples I had hastily shoved in my pocket, vague memories of my attack, and what Father and I gleaned before he burned the body. There will be no microscopy. I step outside, feeling more battered by the realization that all our clues are gone. Did my attacker steal them?

I stand outside and let the comfort of the village ease my worry. Fleuriste is alive with the sounds of everyday life. I suspect it was the same when I arrived, but pain has a way of blocking out the world. Children play, and women hang linens on lines strung out in the sun. The scent of warm bread wafts from the village bakery, and the smells of cooking meat and onions drift from the hearth fire that sits under a roof beside the tavern.

“Lady Gabrielle.”

“Miss Gabri.”

“Afternoon.”

“Good day.”

I am greeted in nothing but kind voices as I make my way across the village center. Unlike most small towns, our lodgers pay little or no rent to the Fleuriste family, and the result is a prosperous village that guards the family’s secret well. Any crime here is quickly managed, and those who cannot work are still given a hearth and meals. Magic prevents them from spilling my family’s secret to anyone not born here or bonded here.

That same magic tends to make strangers feel like not overstaying their welcome. Visitors pass through, but within three days, they are gone. The result is that the village is a safe haven for my family.

Walking through the village is also a welcome reminder that not only my family but also the citizens of Alveus benefit from the work of the Hunter.

“Lady Huntress.”

I cannot convince the villagers to stop addressing me as Lady Huntress, even though I am not yet the Hunter. The magic prevents them from uttering the word when any nonvillagers are near, but right now, we are alone. Locals only.

One man, Henry, stops and asks the question that many of them undoubtedly are pondering. “What know you? Did you find the beast?”

“Not as yet,” I say. “The Hunter and I gathered what we could, and he goes now to seek information.”

“Smart man. Hopefully the duke will know more . . . or Her Majesty.” Henry, like most of the pensioners, is a fount of gossip. The consequence of being comfortable is that a fair number of the older residents of the village fill their time with chatter. “The traveler—Hugh was his given name—was a good lad. A little too friendly after he was in his cups, but not in a way that anyone was hurt.”

I refuse to answer his remark, not wanting to clarify whether Father has gone to see the duke or the queen, partly because I don’t want to hear the inevitable talk of—

“It was good of Ashmore to see you home. That one hasn’t been around this way for years.” Henry has already latched on to one of his eternal interests. If there were a village matchmaker, Henry would be at the front of the list of applicants.

“You’ve forgotten your washerwoman basins if you want to gossip, Henry,” I needle.

Henry’s face is a crinkle of lines as he laughs, but he doesn’t take my hint to heart. “You’d make a good duchess, and she was watching your arse the way the travelers watch their pints in the Goose.”

“Henry!” James, a cobbler by trade, shakes his balding head. “What I want to know is are we at risk? Young Jamie and the lads are in the wood right regular. The missus said they shouldn’t, but you know how the lads like to collect the coins the Hunter passes out.”

“I do.”

“Will you be keeping the tradition?” James peers at me.

“My father is hale and hardy.”

“He sees Maria’s lot often.”

I pause. Father has not shared word of illness or injury. Neither did Maria mention anything just now when I was in her care.

“Your man Girard over at the Goose might know more.” Henry nods toward the tavern, as if that wasn’t where I was already going. “A lot of talk is spilled over a few pints.”

We make our goodbyes, and I head toward the Dancing Goose. All requests asking for the Hunter to investigate come to the Goose. It is a hub of information, as well as where rents—small as they are—are collected. The ruse feels thin, but it seems to have worked for generations, possibly because most people never hire the Hunter outright, and those who do keep the secret in gratitude.

The Dancing Goose looks like every small tavern in every village I’ve visited, and despite my being a part of the peerage, the list of such places is longer than I likely ought ever to admit. The interior is dim, and a fire burns in the back. A few patrons sit and drink. Several have a midday meal. Two others play a game of chess with an audience. In a few hours, the pub will be raucous, but even then, the citizens are loyal enough that I am welcome here to drink among them.

I don’t often indulge, but the temptation of forgetting my station, my duty, and my fears makes me ponder what will change when I am properly the Hunter.

Inside, a few more villagers greet me, but I don’t linger. I don’t see Girard at the fire or at the seats inside. So I walk to the house on the backside of the Dancing Goose. In truth, I’m not looking forward to seeing Girard. He once seemed so charming, but that changed after bedding him.

Was that just a consequence of sex? Or is it because Father suggested he marry me?

The door is standing open, but after our history, I won’t be going inside. I call, “Girard?”

Plenty of other women have decided to have sex with Girard without consequence, so I foolishly thought I could do the same. I blame my father mentioning matrimony for the awkwardness that fills me as Girard walks to the threshold of the door and bows from the waist.

“Your presence graces us.”

“Why must you do that?” I snap.

He is undeniably handsome, but his exaggerated courtesy makes me uncomfortable since we’ve had sex. I tried to find the naked sport pleasurable. Truly. The act wasn’t unpleasant, and from all accounts from locals, he is good at it. The thought of a lifetime of it turns my stomach more than the blows to my head. Girard simply doesn’t make me feel the way Isabeau can make me feel with a simple look—or with the way she says “love.”

“Come into my home,” Girard offers. He is handsome in the way of soldiers and nobility both: an indulgent mouth and a physique with the sharp-hewn musculature of soldiers. Heaving barrels of wine and hoisting patrons from the floor has left Girard with a body that draws the eyes of matron and maiden alike.

I ought to like the look of him, guilt reminds me.

“Girard . . . I told you I could not continue that.”

The flash of hurt on his face is brief. “Let me look after you. Did she hurt you? Is that why you were at the physician’s?”

“Isabeau? No. Not at all.” Before I can turn away to hide the flush of longing that comes of thinking of her, Girard touches my wrist—wholly inappropriately—and says, “One of my cousins will take the duties of the tavern in another year. I am joining the Wächter.”

“Oh?”

“I have motivation,” Girard says. “If my station were improved, perhaps we could—”

“No.”

“The earl said—”

“No, I am my own person, and I will not be marrying you, Girard. What we shared . . . It was not a promise.”

“I would be a good Hunter,” he objects.

“You will not. I am the next Hunter. I realize I may have set up a false hope for you, but—”

“You could stay home. Research. Raise babies. Do noblewoman things.” He sounds so earnest, and not unkind, but I am not interested in “noblewoman things” or raising babies.

Or him.

I tried to find the spark that others reputedly found in his bed. Repeatedly. In different positions. No matter what we tried, bedding Girard was disappointing. The novels I had read alone in my room spoke of tremors, of stars exploding, of knowing such joy that a woman feels like she might die. My experience with Girard, however, was a sticky, messy event that left my body sore—and created a false reason for Girard to be possessive.

Talking about his hopes, ones I don’t share, isn’t why I have stopped here. So I redirect the conversation: “The traveler . . .”

“Hugh,” he supplies.

“Tell me about him.” I watch Girard shift from a hopeful spurned lover to the person I thought he was before my folly.

“Good man, weak constitution. A few pints and he was vulgar. Another pint and he had to be told not to make overtures to Agnes.” Girard grins at me.

I can’t help but laugh. Agnes is a statue in the square that is purported to be a saint or maybe a warrior. Weather and time have turned her into a blob that the village has named Agnes.

“I’m not convinced Agnes is even a statue of a person.”

“Hugh was convinced. Fondled poor Agnes last visit before proposing.” Girard sobers slightly. “He made untoward remarks toward James’ wife, too. That one landed him a blackened eye.”

“He was nearly beheaded in the wood,” I say. I choose not to mention that I think the same creature may have attacked me.

“James isn’t that sort of man,” Girard quickly objects. “Polly was the one that socked him, too.”

I nod. “James is not strong enough to have beheaded Hugh, and Polly isn’t either. Honestly, the only person in the village that might be strong enough is you, and you . . .” I shake my head. “You’re not that sort either.”

“You think it was one of them.”

“I do,” I confirm.

“Any green blood?”

“No.” I don’t mention the faery blood at my attack. We aren’t discussing that. I weigh my thoughts with my fears and doubts, and I hate that I echo my father’s hopes in the next statement. “One victim isn’t a pattern. Maybe Hugh will be the only one. Still, I’d feel better if the villagers were on alert. And if any other expected traveler fails to show up . . .”

“I’ll send one of the lads up to the manor.” Girard catches my cloak in his hand, and I struggle not to wince at the jarring feeling in my injured arm. “Gabrielle?”

“Yes?”

“Gossip from the city finds its way here, too, you realize?” He stares at me as if I am about to be scandalized by his next words, and then he says, “Ashmore is a lot like Hugh. She may not fondle old Agnes there”—he nods toward the square where the statue stands—“but she’s bedded half the eligible women and more than a few widows, too.”

I smile. “Lucky women.”

Girard’s eyes widen. “What?”

“Tell me you wouldn’t do the same. I’ve been in your arms and in hers, Girard. I know exactly what sort of sport you both enjoy.” I wonder briefly whether the beast is targeting those who are active in their pursuits of intimacy. If that’s the case, both Isabeau and Girard are targets, too.

One body is not a pattern, logic reminds me.

“Please be careful,” Girard says. “With the beast and with Ashmore. Even if you and I are ended, I want you to be well and safe.”

I let out a heave of a sigh. “And that, Girard, is why all the women lift their skirts for you. You’re not a bad man.”

He chuckles, gestures at his arms, and pats his flat stomach. “I suspect there are other reasons, too.”

“Stay out of the wood, please?” I blurt out. “If the creature is looking for men like Hugh . . .”

“I don’t fondle Agnes.” Girard scowls. “Or married women.”

“But every other interested one? You do. You have. And I doubt that you stopped even as you spoke to me of marriage.”

He looks sheepish. “I have no need to go into Brimmond Wood.”

“Good. And send a message if anyone else seems a likely target. Until we know what makes this creature attack, what it is, and how to kill it, we need the village to be cautious, especially any amorous villagers. Let the guests at the Goose know to only travel in groups and that we aren’t sure yet what it targets. Drunkards and men who try to bed anyone available . . . That’s what we know so far based on Hugh.” I meet Girard’s eyes. “It took no money, but the death was brutal. The Hunter will stop it, but until then . . .”

“I will be sure every household in the village knows.” Girard heaves a deep sigh and says, “Could we marry so I can take this burden, and you . . . seek your pleasure with Ashmore or others? I care about you, Gabrielle. The thought of you having to hunt these creatures haunts me.”

My heart aches a little, realizing he understands that my interest is still fixed on Isabeau and that his affections did not sway me. “This isn’t about bedding, Girard. This is about my familial duty. I have been raised and trained to be the Hunter my entire life.”

“But you’re so small.”

I snort. “My father lacks your tree-trunk legs, too. There are gifts that come with the duty, ones that help us survive longer.”

“And surviving is enough? Marry me and—”

“My father’s theory that it would pass to a man I marry is untested.” I don’t mention that it’s also insulting. Instead I point out what should be obvious. “You—and the village—are also a part of why the Fleuristes have and continue to succeed in our duty. Don’t forget that.”

Although my duty doesn’t feel like a gift sometimes, I cannot imagine a life where I chose to hand it away, even if I could, even as I wince when I mount my horse, even when my head thunders from an attack, even as the fear blooms inside me when I realize that either my attacker or my rescuer took my samples.

This is who and what I am.


Chapter 6

“The night-washers (eur tunnerez noz) are evil spirits who appear at night on the banks of streams and call on the passersby to assist them to wash the linen of the dead. If they are refused, they seize upon the person who denies them, drag him into the water, and break his arms. These beings are obviously the same as the Bean Nighe, ‘the Washing Woman’ of the Scottish Highlands, who is seen in lonely places beside a pool or stream, washing the linen of those who will shortly die.”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

For the next three days, I have nothing to do but pore over the Hunter journals. My microscopes sit unused. Faery blood is faery blood, and there are no samples from Hugh’s death in my box. I think the question of who or what stole them is as much of a weight as the possibility that we are facing something unknown.

The purple fluid on my wound is a clue, I think, although it was not at the site of Hugh’s death. It’s also not something I recognize, and I failed to collect a sample before salting it.

I write out possibilities of names of faeries that might be strong enough, but that are not typically in our world. I list each creature type’s name, and then I start to search for any details on those creatures in my lists.

Bean Nighe.

Phynnodderee.

Ankou.

Pooka.

Aughiska.

Far Darrig.

Mourioche.

I sleep with notes nearby in case epiphany strikes in the wee hours, and in a circle at the top of the page is the other question:

Who took the samples?

Tonight, I sleep fitfully, waking to read my notes, dozing, and repeating the process. Three days with no answers. Three days with no return by the Hunter. The waiting is always worse than the fighting.

If whatever struck me took the samples, that makes it a faery who can endure steel. If it was a person who struck me and stole the samples, why was there faery blood? Further, the only person I saw in the woods was Isabeau. Although Father would like to find her guilty of something, I see no explanation of why she would steal from me—or injure me. She certainly wouldn’t bleed green.

Breaking my heart is far different from assailing me.

The lack of any answers to share with my father upon his eventual return is frustrating. All I have that is solid is what I have gleaned about the victim, Hugh, and a few new injuries. Faeries are bold creatures, so the strike to the back of my head seems more likely to have been made by a man. Or a woman. I can think of no reason Isabeau would have done so, but I also cannot fathom a beast clever enough to think to steal the evidence or strong enough to overcome the feel of steel. Without the samples, I am left with nothing to do but think—and wait for another victim.

“Gabri? Wake, child.” Mother’s voice interrupts my half-sleeping musings.

“Are you safe?” I ask, already fumbling in my sheets for a weapon. Sleeping next to sharpened blades is likely not the normal thing to do, but I am not concerned with abnormalities that help me do my duty.

“The manor is unbreached.” The countess drops boots and a plain dress beside me. “Your father is back. He needs you.”

I rub the lingering sleep from my eyes. Nothing but trouble walks in these hours.

Leaning heavily on her cane, Mother opens the drapes over the window, letting moonlight illuminate the worry I see etched on her brow. In the moment, my mother looks far older than her years. “He’s returned. Out by the stables.”

“Is he injured?” I blink my eyes to focus.

“Not yet. There’s a body. In our courtyard.” She strides across the room and shuts the door behind her.

Eyes still blurred with not enough sleep, I glance out the window at the waxing gibbous moon glowing like a silvered lantern in the sky. Brimmond Wood is outlined like an ink painting, shades of shadows.

“Past middle of night, but before dawn.” I shove my feet into the boots, thankful I slept with long woolen tights still covering my legs. Even with my tights, the chill wakes me quickly.

I pull on a heavy dress and cloak and pin my long braid into a tight roll on the back of my head. In a few scant moments, I’ve left the warmth of my room and descended the stairs.

By the time I approach the door, Mother is nowhere to be seen. Father undoubtedly told her to stay inside Fleuriste Manor. Wisely so. Trouble walks in the wood.

Being near our home is a direct threat. An insult.

My boots crunch in the remains of the snow, even as I follow the trail of footprints Father has left.

“Well?” The Hunter’s breath comes out in a cloud visible in the icy air.

“Preserved by the cold,” I note, squatting down by the corpse. I sniff. “No scents that say he was killed here. Clean.”

Father nods but says nothing.

“Claws.” I tilt the dead man’s head to better see the throat. “Long. Single stroke would’ve been enough. Not a pack kill. He is like the last one.”

The wound is seemingly bloodless. Dark traces are still obvious on the throat, but the cuts themselves are dry.

“Frozen? Or bled out?”

“Both.” I study the corpse. Any clue I find is more we’ll have to determine how to hunt the monster—especially as all our original evidence is gone.

After several moments of examining the bloodless man, I admit, “Again, I cannot tell what did this. Do you know anything more after seeing the queen?”

He shakes his head. “I visited the archive. I spoke to Her Majesty.” He pauses before adding, “She only spoke briefly, though. Isaac has gone.”

Worry for Isabeau flashes over me. She was always her father’s shadow. I glance at my father. “I am sorry for your loss, Father. I know the queen is not the only one mourning him.”

“He was a good man.” Father’s shoulders slope, as if the burdens of our world are bearing down on him. “Did your microscopy reveal anything?”

“No.” I pause before confessing, “I was attacked in the forest. Whatever attacked me took all the evidence.”

He looks me over. “Any contamination?”

“No. I saw Maria after.” I don’t mention Isabeau. Perhaps that’s wrong, but my father dislikes her, and I know she’s not the one who attacked me. For one, she was uninjured when I saw her, and there was bloodshed. Moreover, she would not harm me. I am not sure of much, but I know this to be true. Instead of mentioning her, I point at the dead man. “The purple on the man’s face is unusual, but I think it’s the same as was on my head wound.”

“I’ve not seen it before. Collect it.” He seems about to say more, but a sound makes us both tense.

I glance up to see my mother trudging over the ground.

“Obstinate woman.” Father smiles at the sight of her. I suspect he could use her determination to coddle him tonight. To me, he says, “Find what you can from the remains. Drag the body to disposal. Take samples first. I need to rest.” Then he straightens and adds, “I am glad you are not dead.”

Hastily he wipes his hands on a cloth that he then tosses to me. After he salts his hands, he strides forward with his arms out wide and says, “It is far too cold out here for you, my flower.”

“Something followed you home.”

“Honora . . .” He tries to block the sight of the corpse with his body, stepping in front of Mother, but she steps around him and walks over to stand near the dead man. The wind is biting, as if knives’ edges are trying to take shape in the air, but she is never easily daunted.

“Like something a cat brought in,” Mother murmurs. “Is it an offering to the household or a warning?”

“Either way, I will find the beast, Honora.” He looks back at me and orders, “When I go out on the morrow, you will keep them safe.”

“Always,” I swear.

He does not add “until I return.” Once, when I was a child, he added those words, but he is older now, nearing fifty-eight years. With so many healed bones and repaired organs, he is unlikely to survive a truly vicious creature. A human body—even the Hunter’s body—wears down with time.

And we can see already that this is a vicious enemy.

Silently, he lends his support to Mother’s weaker side and leads her back inside. Tears glisten at the edges of Mother’s eyes, but she only cries in private. I have stood in the dark listening to those tears for as long as I can recall.

It is a burden to love a Hunter.

I try not to think of Isabeau yet again, but her father has just died, and I want to go to her and comfort her. Now. Before she learns what I am. Now. When I ought to be trying to stop the beast so she doesn’t have to begin her tenure as the Duke of Maudite with murders plaguing her territory.

I take hold of the dead man’s ankles and tug him through the light dusting of snow toward a pair of metal doors in the ground. “Please don’t let his head come off.”

Typically we would examine him outside, but my father must be exhausted if he’s ordered me to do it myself.

At the edge of the laboratory, I let the corpse’s legs drop with a small thump. I unlock the door and grab the handles; the metal is cold enough to burn my hands as I jerk the doors open. On one side is a chute. On the other is weathered stairs.

I drag the dead man toward the chute and watch him slide down to a slump on a wheeled table below. I can’t send him for a burial unless I want to risk contagion from whatever killed him. I can’t leave him here, unprocessed, in case there’s something lying in wait within the corpse. A few creatures can burrow inside, and there’s no way to know if a corpse holds such surprises. Not without an examination.

It’s the same that killed Hugh, logic insists.

I take the lantern from the top step, light it, and walk down the stairs. At the bottom, I flip the lever that pulls the doors closed with a loud slam. I no longer flinch at the sound. I used to, but that was several years ago.

Silently, I don a thick leather apron with sleeves. There’s no help for the smell of death, but here, I can keep the mess from my clothing. I slip on muck boots with a solid heel. Ladies’ slippers or boots with a nice curve aren’t made for wading in death.

I open the creaking steel door of what looks like a barrel. Father can summon fire, but I cannot. I need the firebox—a metal barrel bigger than two full-grown men—that keeps the flames contained. It has a long brick and metal pipe that carries the smoke far away. In the edge of the wood, there is a place where smoke pours from the ground into the night.

No magic words here. I strike my flint to create a spark, light a small oil-soaked length of rope, and toss it into the firebox with a mix of herbs to aid in turning the body to ashes and bones when I finish the examination. The herbs and rope start to spark on the tinder that’s stacked there in preparation for such times.

Unlike in the forest, here I have time. So I undress the dead man and steadily catalog his items, along with the date, weather, and phase of the moon, in a notepad we keep for this purpose.

Shirt.

Trousers.

Boots.

Pocket watch.

Ring.

With no small measure of discomfort, I remove his undershirt and drawers. Again, each item is notated, and each flammable item is then shoved into the thick metal belly of the firebox. The jewelry will go into another steel box, to be salted and heated against magic or possession.

As in Hugh’s case, I collect samples. Skin near the wound to check for saliva. Blood from the wound and several injuries. Saliva from the mouth. Fluid from the eye. Mucus from the nose.

I scrape purple goop from his face and put it in a bottle.

Tending the corpse is always a slow, unsettling process, and when I first had to do it, I thought overmuch about the family who would never know the fate of the deceased. Now, I realize that this is better than the risk of sending contagion to an unsuspecting family.

I annotate a basic human drawing with the wound types and depths. I feel bile rise in my stomach at having to manipulate his bits to check for injury, scarring, or tattoos—not that peering in his mouth or opening his eyes is much better.

I will be the one who stands between the people and the monsters. That alone is beautiful. I will shield them.

Finally, I roll the table to the firebox and shove the body into the fire now roaring in the metal belly. I seal the steel firebox. Then I carry the small steel box with the dead man’s ring and watch to a lead-and-salt-lined safe and lock them inside.

Tomorrow, I will study the samples, but tonight, I strip off the apron, gloves, and boots.

Rather than open the door that leads into the research area, I need to feel the clean air of morning. I carry the lantern outside as dawn spills over the sky, lighting the world. I exhale at the comfort of knowing that the monsters are hidden away for the next hours. I always sleep better when the sun is high in the sky.

Once I rest, I will start examining the samples. An exhausted mind misses details.

“I will find an answer to stop this beast,” I tell both myself and the silent morning.


Chapter 7

“When the fairies steal away a beautiful mortal child they leave an ugly, wizened little creature in its place. And these fairy changelings grow up malicious and wicked.”

—Ancient Legends, Mystic Charms, and Superstitions of Ireland by Lady Francesca Speranza Wilde [1887]

Although the second victim was brought to our own step, all we can glean in the next two weeks is that the victims were all but beheaded and that both were travelers. The lack of footprints, claw marks, or hoofprints around Hugh could be attributed to the rain, but that is less the case with the body at the manor. The lack of sufficient blood at the scene was the most unusual trait—other than the severity of the blow to the necks. I look at what samples I have, but microscopy shows little of note. Without a pattern, we are left making guesses still.

The only conclusive answer is that the assailant is a faery, and that the two dead men seem to be victims of the same creature. I still know nothing about why my samples were taken, or whether the assailant in the woods that knocked me to the ground is that creature. Presuming all are connected is yet another way to make mistakes, but presuming otherwise is equally problematic.

Father believes they are the same, but we know nothing for certain. Without useful evidence, we are left with mere speculation. He is patrolling again, and he insists that I stay with Mother and Rylan for their safety.

Gossip wends its way to the village, and three matters are on everyone’s lips. The first, of course, is that there are murders in Brimmond Wood. The second is that Isabeau’s father has died, and she has become the rarest of nobility—a lady duke. Most surprisingly, perhaps, the third matter is that the new duke is cursed.

Curses are rarely heard of during our lifetimes. The types of faeries that can lay a curse are strictly banned from our side of the veil. I wonder idly if Isabeau is not cursed but contaminated. Did she encounter whatever toxin was on my person when aiding me? Or escorting me to the fireplace at Maudite Castle?

Despite the pressing matter of a murdering beast in the forest, Queen Morag II still insists on holding her vow ceremony. Only two dead? That is not yet a crisis, she replied in her letter. Vows are essential. Come to the palace.

I am eager to attend. I must inquire after Isabeau. As a child, the duchess made her drink foul health tonics, claiming the future duke was spindly and weak. Did the duchess know something then? Or was this not a curse at all? Was she exposed to some faery toxin?

Because he has the immunity afforded to the Hunter, Father refuses to come to the city at all, but the rest of the family has no such luxury. He hunts, and I am tasked with protecting my sister and mother in the city. I would much rather leave them safely at home while I seek out the queen and the new duke. However, as with every other aspect of my life, I do not have a choice in the matter.

We relocate the household—sans Hunter—to the city.

This morning, as the sun starts to crawl across the sky, I weigh the thoughts of beasts, possible curses, probable contamination, and obligations as I make my way along the block around the Fleuriste townhome here in Regina Centrum. I am clutching a long, thin sliver of steel held hidden in the folds of my walking dress and patrolling.

The morning sun is barely brightening, and the path is mostly walked by young couples starting the day quite early. No city or national offices were built in this area, so the only people who have reason to be here are those living in the houses. Yet in front of me is what initially seems to be a man in a tall hat and puce-colored waistcoat. He has a squirming bag over his shoulder. I glance at his clothing, only silver or gold fasteners or decorations. Yet I don’t know him, and I know every resident of the quarter.

“Sir? Wait, please.”

As I reach his side, I brush the sliver of steel over his knuckles, hoping I’m wrong. He growls as the skin there sizzles. Faeries. It’s always faeries, even here, where we are to be less plagued by them.

No words are spoken. He can’t because he isn’t a real person, and creatures can’t speak. They can mimic humanity, but that’s only in shape, not word.

Smoke rises from the quickly flaking skin; bits of it drop to the sidewalk and turn back to leaf or branch when they touch ground.

Now we both know you aren’t human.

The man-shaped creature stares at me, smiling in a way that’s more fang than anything remotely mortal, and starts loping away. If he makes it to the park around the corner, I’ll need to have a public reckoning with the beast.

So I hasten my pace and pull a fistful of salt and seeds from my skirt pocket.

“I think you dropped something!” I lift my fisted hand as if to extend a fallen coin, hoping the beast isn’t bright enough to realize who I am. Some of the faeries are not yet aware that there is a Hunter-in-Training.

Instead of pausing, the beast picks up speed, running on all fours. Bottom high and legs scrabbling, he skitters along the sidewalk with a clacking noise that has no logical source.

The bag lets out a wail that sounds human.

A child?

I give up any pretense of decorum and run faster, fist of salted seeds held tight. My feet pound against the walking path. In moments, we’ll be inside the manicured green area that was built in the center of the finest of the townhomes.

The faery touches the soil of the park and shifts into something less man shaped. His snout extends, and claws sprout. He scurries on four legs and faces me as a beast in a waistcoat and quickly tattered trousers.

“What’s in the bag?”

The beast flashes teeth at me, so I throw the salt and herbs at him. The mixture doesn’t work on the strong creatures, but it holds this one frozen for a moment. I take the crying bag. Inside is a small boy, maybe two or three years old. I lower the boy to the grassy ground, step between the child and beast, and tell the creature, “You know the rules. If your kind cannot follow them, you will all be cast out.”

The creature stares at me; it’s pinned where it crouches at my feet.

“No beasts in the noblesse quarter or any other housing block. Not in the queen’s city.” I utter the same warning I’ve learned to speak whenever I am nose to snout with feral things inside city limits. I suspect there’s some power imbued in certain words, the order, or the tone, but that power ultimately comes from the Queens’ Treaty. The Faery Queen’s accord with the last human queen is what gives words power over the creatures.

Soldiers enforce it, and if the creatures violate the rules, the Hunter is summoned. It’s all about her power, though, power writ into vows.

Much like the one I’m going to be late to make!

“No snatching our children! No eating our pets or horses!” I’m not paying enough attention, thinking of the dress I ought to be preparing to don. That’s my only excuse for what happens next.

The beast breaks free of the containing mixture. It launches at me, and I twist, keeping my body between the toddler and the beast.

Still it knocks me to my back, its right foreclaw punches at my face, and the other front claw grazes my side. Sharp edges rake over my skin. The pain blossoms like fire along my ribs, but had I not moved, it would have sunk a claw into my chest, heart high and fatal.

“There. Are. Rules.” I roll to my feet as I jerk back my skirt slit and draw a short sword.

Before the beast reaches me for a second launch, my sword tip pierces its throat with a squelch.

With a painful pull, I slide the blade across tendon and muscle, and even with rage powering my blow, the neck is only half severed.

The beast gurgles and flops to the ground. Dead.

Now, though, is when the child shrieks and runs away—as if I am the threat.

“Stop!” I heave a breath, hoping that there are no perils in the wee one’s path.

A trio of soldiers march along the riding trail, stirring the ground into gusts of dirt. I wave an arm above my head and call, “Over here!”

The eldest soldier sweeps the child into his arms with the comfort of a man who is a father or uncle. When he reaches me, the child hides its face.

“Fleuriste.”

“Sergeant Nolan.”

The only people allowed to know the family legacy are the villagers at Fleuriste, the queen’s soldiers, the queen herself, and those she—or the Hunter—deems essential. It seems a long list until I think of the size of Alveus. Most citizens are oblivious to the Hunter’s identity, magically so, and any soldier or citizen who reveals the secret is silenced in grotesque ways. There are strong-willed souls who parse it together, but in most cases, the magic that imbues the Hunter’s line also aids in our privacy. Such a state is better for the citizens and the Hunter.

“Has no one patrolled?” I let my glare sweep them. “Is the Wächter idle? What if the faery had taken the child?”

Two of the soldiers exchange a look.

“You have faery blood on your . . .” Sergeant Nolan gestures toward my chest and then face. “Do you need assistance? Will your ladyship, uh, be fainting or some such?”

I point at the corpse with my sword. “Remove that. Salt the ground there. Find the child’s people. Submit the report to the officials.”

Blood congeals on my sword, and I can’t stop my scowl. I’ll have to rewrap the hilt now. I don’t have time tonight, since it means liberally salt-curing the leather first, but there’s no avoiding it. Faery blood eats away at the leather wrappings, and the steel blisters my skin if it isn’t wrapped.

One of the corporals extends a cloth.

“Thank you. My blade is—”

“Pardon me, Lady Huntress, do you want to wipe that first?” He motions to my face.

“Fine.” I drag the cloth over my face. It is, admittedly, a relief to not have the strange greenish goop on my skin. It itches, rather than burning me as it does most people; perhaps I’ve grown mostly immune to it over the years. Burn or not, it’s gross.

“There’s a smear of—”

“I know.” I pivot and march toward the general direction of the house. “Buffoons. How did a creature get into this part of the city?” Louder, I call, “I will be reporting this oversight to Her Majesty.”

“Fleuriste.” The sergeant catches up and steps in my path. “There are more of them lately. We’ve lost four children to them, found their changelings in the street outside the houses. The past few weeks have been troubling. The queen already knows.”

“Then add more patrols, Nolan.”

“Done. We are stretched to our limit,” he says in a low voice. “Bind your side, Fleuriste. You’re bleeding.”

“It’ll heal.”

“If this keeps up . . .” The sergeant lowers his voice to barely a whisper. “It might be good to have you in the city longer. Something is unsettling the faery creatures. There are more of them, and they’ve been of a bolder sort.”

I soften, maybe from hearing the worry in his voice, or maybe the battle energy is fading. “I will be here when I can, but the nexus of their entry into our world is Brimmond Wood. And we have what seems to be a monster unlike any other before. That’s my priority.”

“I have asked for the Hunter,” Sergeant Nolan said. “No deaths that I can prove, so . . . I cannot requisition your aid.”

I cannot handle two problems, but I have faith that my father will have the monster at home identified and managed soon, so I suggest to Nolan, “If there is a ball I cannot refuse—perhaps a celebration of the child’s safety—I can return to Regina Centrum for a while. I can speak to the Hunter, too. If there’s a rise and the creature at home . . .”

“I will speak to the Chathams,” Nolan says quickly. “That’s their youngest one. They’ll be grateful to celebrate the Hunter.”

“I am not the Hunter, Sergeant, but if necessary, they can know that an attending person is an emissary of the Hunter—simply not which noble or officer or merchant. Or imply he may be there.”

He wasn’t going to be, though. Father would stay in Brimmond Wood, tracking this latest beast until he stopped it. Even a summons from the queen could not sway a Hunter on a trail, however thin.

Nolan nods. “Of course. I know not to reveal your identity to anyone. I will tell them the Hunter saved the child, but no names or saying that you are the next Hunter. I will suggest that they plan a celebration ball and invite all the nobles and merchants who were in the city to make vows.”

“Very good. And now, I must go do just that. Good morrow.”

“Good morrow, Fleuriste.” He bows and turns his back, allowing me the privacy to limp home.

I force myself to hide the limp as best I can. I’m barely healed from the blow to the head and the cut in my arm, but this cut is just another in a lifetime. Showing weakness is rarely an option. The green blood is not as bad as the red seeping through my dress, but I hope to hide both. If the countess sees the state I’m in, the lecturing will be loud and sustained.

I could tell her I saved a child. That will help calm her upset if she catches me. As I walk home, I admit to myself that saving that one soul does little for my overwhelming sense of futility. One child. I saved one singular child. If I request it, the queen will send someone to chastise the faery court. The faeries will twist words to say it was another misunderstanding. By then, I’ll be in the country again, and they’ll likely have taken two more.

I sometimes feel as if I am being asked to stop the tides with my hand. I cannot solve every issue, rescue every stolen child, stop every monster. My actual duty is hunting—with the intent of killing—the beasts. I am destined to be no more than a weapon the queen can wave around like a threat.

This afternoon, I will bow before my queen. I’ll wear a lovely gown and dance, and then I’ll offer a vow of loyalty to Queen Morag alongside other nobles and merchants. They all know that one of their number is the Hunter.

No one suspects a lady, though.

A lady ought to be looking for a spouse, making a home.

I am to be a weapon in a fine gown.

That is my fate. Even if I could be both, what sort of person would want a woman who is more at ease with violence than affection? What person would not mind my fate—or the likelihood of my death?

Not Isabeau with her protective mien.


Chapter 8

“Ankou [travels] the duchy in a cart, picking up souls. In the dead of night a creaking axle-tree can be heard passing down the silent lanes. It halts at a door; the summons has been given, a soul quits the doomed house, and the wagon of the Ankou passes on. The Ankou herself—for the dread death-spirit of Brittany is probably female—is usually represented as a skeleton.”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

I slip inside the house when the morning is still new with a hush gesture to one of the attendants and tiptoe up the staircase. A shadow inside my room makes me pause, but the woman waiting for me is neither my mother nor my sister.

“Clarissa?” I call for her, and like all of Maria’s trained healers, she is ready and waiting. One of them always travels with the Hunter’s family. A good Hunter cannot focus on the mission and his family, so along with maids and the like, we travel with a skilled physician. Softly, so as not to risk my voice carrying, I say, “I have need of you.”

“Where?” Clarissa’s gaze sweeps over me from where she waits just inside the doorway of the closet. Next to her is a table with bandages, a lit candle, a basin of water, and assorted canisters.

I lift my arm to expose my bloodied side. “Most of it is fine. Three or four stitches, though, just here would not be amiss.”

She peels off my dress to expose the wound. I swear I waste far too much money on dresses that are slashed, bloodied, or otherwise destroyed. Parts of this one can be saved and repurposed, but most of my side is destined for the burn bin.

“Not deep.”

I refuse to look. My side is decorated with a few thick white lines already. Father assures me that when I become the Hunter, they will vanish—as if I am worried about the marks of fights survived. Scars simply show that I am alive to heal.

“Hold on,” Clarissa orders.

I stretch upward to grip the doorframe of my closet and brace myself for the sharp jab of the needle, but instead, Clarissa dabs the wound with something astringent. It stings briefly and then the skin becomes blessedly numb.

The lack of pain makes me sigh in relief.

“It works then?” Clarissa asks. “It’s an extract of clove with aloe and—”

“It’s glorious, that’s what it is. Can I bathe in it?”

“I don’t think I have that much made up. I mix it fresh, and I thought you were delayed so long you might need healing.” Clarissa’s cheeks bloom with a pink tint. “I am not glad I was correct, but I am glad the ointment helps.”

“Glorious,” I stress.

She cleans more blood away, then holds the stitching needle in the flame of a candle she presumably has lit for that very reason. “Let me stitch the edge. Then you can soak to clean away any lingering dirt and blood . . .”

I wince at the feeling of the needle sliding into my skin. It is far less painful after the ointment, but less painful still aches like more claws piercing my body.

A few short moments later, Clarissa tugs the last stitch through. The feeling of the thread pulling through skin still feels unnatural, but I know I heal faster and bleed less when stitched. “It feels different. Burns more than usual, as well.”

“Silk rather than catgut,” Clarissa says. “Dipped in alcohol, not table wine but a potato extract that is . . . stronger. A few of us took a ship to the coast to learn this new way.” She drops a clean linen over the bloodied rags. “Into the water with you, m’lady.”

I obediently slide into the water, flinching slightly at the temperature.

“Heat on the needle makes it safer, so it goes to follow that heat upon the body will do the same.” Clarissa turns her back on me to clear away the tools of her work, leaving only the small tubs of ointment behind.

After bathing, more ointment, bandaging, and donning my underlayers, I can almost believe I’m not injured. Almost. If I move the wrong way—which I absolutely must do repeatedly while dressing—my body quickly disabuses me of that notion.

Clarissa has just draped the gown for the ball on the bed when the countess opens the door. She slips into the hallway with her hidden cache of bloodied rags as Mother sweeps into the room.

“Today of all days! You should already be dressed. And your face! Do you have any idea how hard it is to hide your bruises in bright light?” The Countess of Fleuriste stares at me. Her face wears a look that hovers between worry and frustration. In her hand is a glass of oxymel.

I’m already dressed in my chemise, drawers, and stockings. Before the countess arrived, I’d stood naked while Clarissa wrapped a long bandage across my chest and under my arms, covering the cut, scratches, and purpling skin.

Mother does not ask, but I’m sure she sees the bulk of that bandage. She expects it. That’s why she brings the oxymel.

“Your sister is already dressed.” The countess pulls the door shut and carries the drink to my dressing table.

“Rylan doesn’t have to patrol.” I pause before using my preplanned verbal weapon. “I saved a child that was being taken.”

“I would also prefer my child to be uninjured,” Mother says in a tone that is hard to counter.

But I try anyhow. “The ball tonight is masked. My eye will be hidden.”

“The balls won’t always be masked.” Mother gestures at my black eye. “I prefer that you are not in pain, Gabrielle. Less of that, please, in the future.”

“I will do my best.” I smile at her thin argument for why I ought to be less injured. She cannot forbid me to hunt, but the countess often finds excuses to check on my health—and to bring the tonic that she swears aids in my health. It seems every physician offers the mixes, and I am ever grateful that mine is not as noxious as some. Isabeau’s was always a chunky green blend.

I push the stray thought of her away, ignore the drink, and peck a brief kiss on Mother’s cheek before I settle on the seat in front of her, back to the dressing table and mirror, and face tilted upward for the salve around my bruised eye.

“It’ll blacken more.” The Countess of Fleuriste gentles her touch as she rubs the bruise paste on the skin around my eye. “Much closer and you’d have been blinded.”

“I wasn’t fast enough.” I whisper it, though. “Until Father passes . . .”

“I know.”

We don’t often mention that the very thing that will strengthen me will also make her a widow. Father is already old for a Hunter. His own father died young. Most Hunters die young. In the interim, their Hunter-in-Training has only wits and training to keep them safe. Mine were not enough this morn—or a month ago in Brimmond Wood.

“I am sorry,” the Countess of Fleuriste says softly, pausing in her ministrations. “I wish I could have given him a son.”

“Never apologize, Mother. I would rather face a few bruises than have lost you because you kept trying to carry babies. You gave me a sister and a home and a destiny. That is everything.” I hate that she feels guilt, but that, too, seems to be part of the burden of loving a Hunter.

That’s why I cannot wed. I don’t say it, but I suspect my mother knows. I simply cannot ask someone to suffer as she has, loving a Hunter and knowing that both her spouse and her child will fight faeries.

For a moment, Mother’s face looks like it will crumple in tears, but the countess is made of far sterner stuff than that. She presses her lips together, eyes closed, and then she lets out a shaky breath before saying, “Your sister is excited at the thought of seeing the queen.”

“Perhaps, we could tell Her Majesty that you only have the one daughter left, send only Rylan . . .” I tease, hoping for a smile.

“Pish.” The Countess of Fleuriste smiles as she pulls and twists my hair into something artful and ladylike. “I have two lovely noble daughters, and if you are to marry—”

“What if I am not?” The words tumble out too fast, too breathless.

“Gabrielle!” Mother’s hands pull tightly, making me wince as she continues, “Women need spouses, and Hunters . . . You’ll need a child to pass on the gift.”

“How do I do that? How do I carry a child, knowing I am asking them to be trained to hunt and kill? How do I deal with the urge to protect my own babe and simultaneously tell them to learn to kill and most likely die?”

“Your father did it.” The countess lifts her chin as if daring me to ask how she did it.

I can’t ask that so directly, but I do remind her, “And he never once treated me as someone he protected or cherished, Mother. You know that as well as any. Has he ever struck you? Or Rylan?”

“Your father would never—”

“Exactly. He would never strike you or my sister. I cannot treat a child as he treated me.” I lift the glass of oxymel and drink it in one gulp. It’s necessary to prevent my wounds from turning, but the sour honey—a mix of vinegar and honey—has not grown less noxious with all these years of exposure.

For a moment, there is silence between us.

Mother’s smile turns sad. “It’s not only about duty. I want you to have the joy of being loved.”

“I can be loved without a marriage or children.” I hand my mask to my mother. It is a dark-blue creation, decorated with garnets and opals. One side sweeps up into what resembles a butterfly wing.

I hold the mask in place as she affixes it. With my hair falling in one long ringlet on either side, the mask makes me look almost like a flower with a butterfly perched on it.

“No bruises left to see,” the Countess of Fleuriste pronounces. “Stand. I’ll tighten you a little. Tell me when to stop, and we can pretend I cannot see the bandage on your side.”

As Mother tightens the stays over the angry marks on my side, I glance at the mirror to be sure no blood has escaped the stitches Clarissa has sewn into my skin.

For a moment, I can almost believe I am someone else. I rarely let my hair fall so loose; if it’s bound up, nothing can grab it in a fight. Seeing it loose feels like a strange kind of pretense.

“Finish dressing, child. Eligible men and women await!” Mother steps back, and I pull on my petticoat and dress. I settle the dress around my hips. It is a flattering thing, high waisted, low-cut bodice, and flowing in a way that makes the delicate silk seem like a living, writhing creature.

“You should be grateful I cannot weep,” the countess murmurs.

“Do I look so horrifying?”

“You look like a foxglove blossom. My beautiful babe somehow turned into a woman,” Mother proclaims.

My twin, Rylan, comes to stand in the doorway. I’m not sure how long she’s been waiting, but she looks as elegant as the most sought-after noblewomen.

Mother looks from one to the other. “I want you both to find the joy I’ve found as a wife!”

We exchange a look. Like all society mothers, she is obsessed with matrimony. She is atypical in that she is still as in love with my father as when she was a girl. It adds fervor to her words.

“Come now, we mustn’t keep Her Majesty waiting,” I say, pointedly ignoring Mother’s outburst. “I need to speak with her, and there are vows to make.”

The Countess of Fleuriste sighs loudly, but her flicker of maternal excess has passed. She strides forward with her cane in hand and her imperiousness back in full measure.

I am not seeking a spouse, but I do hold a secret hope that I can have a dance with Isabeau. My traitorous heart must remember that we can have no future, but a masked dance might be an option.

One night, and then I can go home . . .


Chapter 9

“Besides these are divers monsters—the Augh-iska, the Water-horse, the Payshtha (píast = bestia), the Lake-dragon, and such like; but whether these be animals, fairies, or spirits, I know not.”

—Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, edited and selected by W. B. Yeats [1888]

The walk from the housing quarter to the palace is one I have made many times. Part of being the next Hunter is being aware that the body is a tool as much as my blades and my mind. I am far more fit than noblewomen are expected—or encouraged—to be. However, on the afternoon of the vows, we are all agreeing to the ruse that we are delicate creatures. So the three of us ascend the step to the carriage.

“I wonder who will be here,” Rylan muses.

“Is there someone you’re seeking?” I ask, curious at the excitement in her voice.

My sister shrugs. The secrets between us seem to grow as my focus on monsters increases. I think she has a secret lover, but I am not sure of her lover’s identity. Perhaps it’s for the best. She’ll have a better life if she’s safely in a manor far from Brimmond Wood. A spouse. Children. She can have the sort of life Mother once sought.

“Your father is likely to be happier in a battle or sniffing the ground for clues. He does hate these events.” Mother stares out the window as she speaks.

Rylan and I exchange a look, and my sister’s giggle rolls out.

“Do you think that’s what we do? Walk with our noses on the soil like hunting dogs?” I ask, barely holding back my own laughter.

The countess has the grace to flush. “Oh, I know you don’t really walk that way, but that’s how I picture it. Far easier if I make light than think about what you do that causes so many scars on your body.” She sighs loudly. “When your father started courting me, his body was like yours, a map of lines, spiderwebs, and more than a few valleys. More so, I think, than you are now. He had this one scar that slashed over his cheek. He wore his hair longer, then, to hide it.”

“Did anyone ask why his scars vanished?” I ask, the question one of many I ponder when I think about my pending future.

“Hunter magic.” Mother shrugs. “No one but those closest to you will remember. I remember those pathways etched on his body. No one else does.”

The smitten girl she once was sounds in the timbre of her voice. I realize then that her love for Father still runs so deep that she cannot fathom why her daughters would not want to find our own loves. In that moment, I understand her wistful wishes for us.

The carriage rattles and bumps over the brick now. The streets nearest the palace are paved with red and beige bricks. I push the curtain aside, seeing the long line of carriages waiting to be next to release their guests under the midday sun.

“I’ll meet you in the ballroom.” I tap on the wall in a two-one-two pattern that the driver knows means to stop. “I need to see Her Majesty in private.”

Mother nods, but her lips press together in that disapproving way.

“Oh, no! Gabri!” Rylan’s eyes peer from behind a milky-blue mask with pearls around her eyes. The blue matches her dress, and the pearls are sewn across the bodice. It’s an extravagant thing, and I love that Rylan is happy in it.

“What?”

Rylan smiles at me, eyes twinkling mischievously, and puts a hand to her chest dramatically before she says, “We shall try to endure your absence.” She glances at Mother. “Do you feel faint from her absence yet? Do we have salts?”

A smile cracks Mother’s sour expression. “You ridiculous child.”

I mouth “Thank you” to my sister just before the driver opens my door and extends a hand to me. In a moment, I alight, and in the next, I am darting toward a side gate to the palace grounds. The guards there stop me.

“Hunter business,” I say.

One guard steps forward to unlatch the gate, but the other asks, “Name?”

“Fleuriste.” I am relieved that at least one of them asks. I make note to mention it to the queen. They are to always check. If not, anyone could claim to be the Hunter and gain access to Her Majesty’s palace.

The first guard says, “Recognized you by your walk, Lady Huntress, else I’d have asked, too.”

“Always ask.” I cannot point out that the magic that protects me adds worries to whether I am remembered.

“Of course, m’lady.”

In the next moments, I am through the gate. I listen for the soft clatter of it closing behind me. Once it does, I walk quickly toward the palace itself, and there repeat the process.

Inside, I make my way through the hallway, my slipperlike shoes soft and nearly silent on the marble floor. I should not be surprised to see Isabeau in an alcove with a beautiful noble in the restricted part of the palace, but she is both the queen’s niece and a new duke. Isabeau has rarely met a rule she’s unwilling to trample.

I stumble to a halt and step partly into a doorway to hide. I could claim my interest is in determining whether she’s cursed, or whether she’s ill from contaminants, but that’s a lie. I simply don’t want her to see me when she’s with one of her lovers.

The back of Isabeau’s black jacket drapes just above the knee, hiding her backside from view. Her chin-high, stiff white shirt is topped with a sleeveless gray waistcoat, buttoned to just under her bosom, and at her throat, she has a deep-gray cravat with subtle green stitching. Her black trousers and shiny black boots are equally demure, as fitting for her statement of mourning. She’s removed her hat already, exposing hair almost as dark as her clothing. She looks funereal in this attire, as is appropriate.

“I hoped to see you.” The woman, Emma Iversson, looks Isabeau up and down. “Should I start calling you by your title now that your father has passed? Or should I still call you Isabeau?”

As I watch, Isabeau stares down at the expanse of bosom Emma’s dress makes visible. The golden-haired woman in Isabeau’s arms has an elegant curve to her hips, and her bosom is hefted up like she’s stowed a platter in her bodice. I will never look like her. I stay hidden and eavesdrop, even though I hate myself a little for the jealousy searing my veins.

“I have enjoyed our dances,” Emma says. “I thought it was only fair to let you know I have had several offers of late.” She places a hand on Isabeau’s chest. “If you’ll be seeking a duchess, you should act soon . . .”

Now that Isabeau is the seventh Duke of Maudite, she will be quickly pursued by every eligible woman in Alveus. Of course, she’s always had more than her fair share of interested parties. Isabeau has enviable titles, beauty, and influence. If her estate were also wealthy, I suspect she’d be swimming in offers.

“I could lie with someone periodically to give you an heir.” Emma smiles vacantly. “We could avoid relations, of course, since that would not get me with child.”

I snort. Avoid relations? Why on earth would anyone want to not have sex with Isabeau? The idea is ludicrous.

“I plan to have regular relations with my eventual wife,” Isabeau points out.

I walk away as Emma whines, “Couldn’t you take a mistress for that? I could continue to allow you to kiss me and even fondle my bosom. You seem to like that. I would make an excellent wife. I dress well, and . . .”

My laughter is tinged with something bitter, worse even than the oxymel I had to drink earlier tonight. I speed up, hoping the new duke is not seeking an audience with the queen just yet. Castigating myself for lingering to hear Emma talk about Isabeau fondling her—and for thinking that I would happily accept the position of mistress if Emma wants the burden of marriage.

Suggest it to Isabeau, my libido sings out.

Instead I march toward the heavy wooden door that leads into Queen Morag’s meeting room. If I were here as Gabrielle Fleuriste, eldest daughter of the Earl of Fleuriste, I would not be this brash. I am the Hunter-in-Training, though, and that absolves me of many aspects of decorum.

I push open the door after a brief pause.

The moment the door opens, guards step in front of the queen and her consort, blocking any possible attack with their own bodies. Like the guards at the gate, they quickly recognize me—whether by my hair, gait, or shape, I know not.

“Fleuriste,” one says.

“Sergeant,” I acknowledge as I pass them, stepping deeper into the room.

The space is vast, with pillars upholding the arcs of the ceiling and a peacock-patterned paper on the walls. The floor, as with most of the palace, was cut from some sort of polished stone that gleams like gems. The room is the size of a half ballroom.

Silently, the queen’s current spouse is escorted out of the room.

The queen says something to the guards, stepping around them to greet me. Queen Morag is resplendent in her finery. A three-tier crown sits atop her head. Her increasing gray hairs aren’t falsely darkened, so the light makes her hair shimmer with the jewels woven into her tresses as if sunlight reflects off ice.

“Gabrielle!” A genuine look of surprise graces her well-lined face, crinkling the powder that has been liberally applied. Rouged lips curve, and she sweeps forward several steps. Her dress, overdress, and cloak are bejeweled, heavy things. White fur edges the hems of the skirts and cloak, so that she almost appears to be standing in a snowdrift.

“Your Majesty.” I curtsy to her before I remove my mask.

“Is your father still well?” The queen asks the question subtly, but it’s pointed all the same. Her Hunter is not the person standing here, and she wants to know why.

“He hunts, Your Majesty. There is something prowling in Brimmond Wood. We have had two dead men, each drained of blood.” When she says nothing more, I add, “I believe he sent a letter, but he will come to the city and make a vow when he returns.”

“See to it.” The queen gestures for more, waving her hand in the air in a circular way as if she is spooling an invisible twist of thread. “Tell me.”

“To date, we are unsure of the nature of the creature.”

“Hypothesis?”

“None.” I consider the notes and theories I have. Then I tell her about my own attack near Maudite Castle, finishing with, “The new duke assisted me to the village.”

The queen peers at me. “Are you suggesting that my niece is involved?”

“No.” I shake my head. Even though my father has his doubts, I trust Isabeau. How could I not? If I allowed her to kiss and caress me—which I gladly did for months when we were girls—I cannot believe she is the sort of person who could attack me so brutally. “I am saying where it was. Perhaps you can encourage the new duke to be cautious, as two of the attacks were near her castle.”

Queen Morag gives me a bemused look that speaks as clearly as her quiet huff of a sigh. “You may have better luck. She’s always been fond of you.”

I ignore that comment entirely and say, “We know there is a faery in our world, and I am beginning to suspect it is one we have not yet encountered. One that ought not be here at all. Nothing in the journal drains victims of blood and beheads them. I considered that it could be a man killing people, but—”

“A mortal man?”

“One must consider all possibilities,” I say, perhaps too primly. “If there is no faery that could kill this way, that leaves men.”

“And have you rejected this idea?”

“Both heads were nearly severed with a singular, uninterrupted blow. The strength needed for such a feat is beyond a man’s. That leaves a faery.”

“That is troubling.” The queen presses her lips together for a moment after that massive understatement before saying, “I may need to speak to Glory.”

Glory? The queen refers to the regent of the terrors that plague our world by a familiar name?

“You will keep me apprised.” The queen pauses at louder voices in the hallway before motioning for me to hide within the enclosed area where she will accept vows today.

I scurry away as the door swings open again. The curtains are still swaying as the duke herself steps into the room. From within the shelter of the curtained area, I can see the shape of Isabeau before I hear her voice. Foolish as I feel, hiding behind the curtains like a child, I am not yet ready to tell Isabeau that I am the next Hunter.

“Auntie Mor!” Isabeau holds her arms open as if to embrace the queen even as she is barely in the door. I stifle a smile at her audacity.

“You wretched child.” The queen moves across the floor in a speed quicker than expected for an older woman in heavy robes. “I was not expecting you to actually arrive on time! I had an entire admonishment letter planned.”

“I thought you summoned me.”

“I didn’t expect you to obey,” the queen teases. Privately, I feel embarrassed seeing their tenderness, but I have no way to escape without walking past them—and a mask is small comfort in hiding my identity.

“And yet, I am here.” Isabeau leans in and kisses the air near a powdered cheek as she reaches the queen’s side. “Is Cousin Alaric here?”

“Yes, but the prince is undoubtedly doing things he’d rather I don’t know,” the queen says lightly.

Isabeau chortles.

“The prince needs a wife and a child or three.” The queen gives Isabeau a tender smile. “We’d adore your children, too, should you have any. I can’t make up for my brother’s absence, but—”

“I would like to make my vow early,” Isabeau blurts out, interrupting the queen as so few people would dream to do. “I know it is still early, but I must be gone by sunfall.”

The queen pauses. “Of course.”

“Perhaps, I ought to offer it thrice.” Isabeau drops in a deep bow mere feet from the queen. “Accept my heart, my land, and my vow, Queen Morag. I am humbly your servant. No other queen before you.”

“So accepted.” The queen then suggests, “Could you curtsy as you offer it? I’ve not had a noble curtsy in trousers.”

Isabeau scowls, yet she dips in an elegant curtsy. “Accept my heart, my land, and my vow, Queen Morag. I am humbly your servant. No other queen before you.”

“So accepted. The third vow you shall offer in front of the crowd, Isabeau.” Queen Morag reaches out and dabs beads of sweat from Isabeau’s face. “You are a gift to behold. We will find you a bride, and all will be well.”

I wonder at the strange suggestion. Marriage is not a cure for anything, except perhaps loneliness. What would finding a wife change? And why is Isabeau sweating so?

Isabeau sways. “I fear I’m unwell, Auntie Mor. I was not drinking overmuch, but I feel unsteady.”

“The curse, child. The duchess wrote to me that you had been cursed. I hoped you would be spared.”

The words startle me. So it truly is a curse? In this world? Now? Why would the queen not send word to the Hunter’s home instantly? Why would the dowager duchess not? Although the Hunter typically deals more with killing faeries, this, too, was once within our purview. Once, before there were treaties, curses were laid upon many a child. Faeries are capricious things, vicious more often than not, and I have read of curses. One entire family was cursed with a sleeping illness, cast into a deep unconsciousness that ended only when the angered faery was killed. What could the queen or the Maudite family have done to bring a curse upon them?

I have enough questions that I consider stepping out of my hiding place. I want answers, not just because this is a mystery about which I ought to already have been informed but also because the afflicted is someone who is still nestled in my heart. But as I stare at Isabeau, who wobbles like a drunkard, I suspect that she does not hold the answers.

Will I need to speak to the dowager duchess? my anxiety asks hesitantly. The thought of it fills me with a sensation of woe. The late duke was kind and embracing; the dowager duchess is unpleasant at the best of times. Duty insists, I will look for her at the ball, nonetheless.

One of the attendants now stands at Isabeau’s side and holds out a cup.

The queen nods. “Fortification. Drink it.”

“You have my tonic here? Why?” Isabeau’s words slur, but she drinks the mysterious tonic.

The queen glances at me before she sends a sad smile at Isabeau. “Go dance, child. You have some time before the vow renewals begin and the sun drops.”

“May I ask a question, Auntie Mor?”

The queen pauses. “Of course.”

“Is the Hunter a woman? There was a creature in the park, and a noblewoman dispatched it.” As Isabeau asks the question, my heart races. She saw me, and she knew who I am—at least recognized my role if not my body. The magic that protects the Hunter ought to have softened the edges of her perception. Perhaps the magic of her curse is interfering with the Hunter’s magic.

The queen scoffs. “And you think she is the Hunter? Simply because she fought a faery? Most of them aren’t so fierce. I would suspect you could duel one. My guards have done so.”

My pride prickles at the dismissive tone. There is no faery as weak as a human. If killing them were so easy, the Hunter would not exist.

“Fine.” Isabeau paces briefly and then adds, “I would like to court her, whoever she is. Will you tell me the name of the noblewoman who could fight and defeat a faery?”

The queen laughs. “No, but I will enjoy watching you try to find her. You do know her, of course.”

“If I do find her, will you tell me that she’s the one I seek? I must know her, Auntie Mor. I feel it in here.” Isabeau pats her chest over her heart. “I’ve only ever felt such interest in one other woman, and she refused me.”

I what? I glare at her through the curtain. I have never refused her. It hits me then like a bolt to the heart. She must mean someone else. She feels such love for someone else. Tears press in my eyes, and I am grateful to be hidden.

“I will confirm her identify if you do find her,” Morag says mildly, expression betraying none of the secrets she holds in her hand.

Then Isabeau broaches an equally dangerous topic—or perhaps the same one—as she asks, “There have been at least two deaths in Brimmond Wood this last month. Are you aware? Is the Hunter aware?”

“The Hunter sent a missive.”

“So the Hunter knows?” Isabeau presses.

“He does.” The queen doesn’t glance at me, and for that I am grateful.

Isabeau is like a hound on a trail, though. “May I speak to him? I want to offer my assistance . . . for whatever it’s worth now that I am cursed. I can no longer stay awake when the sun rests. I fall into a deep sleep, impervious to all.”

“Let the Hunter do as he does. What harm is a little rest?” The queen’s stoic expression slips. “I would rather not lose you as well, child. Losing Isaac has broken my heart.”

“Mine, too. My father was the best man I’ve ever met, and I am lost in a world without him. Let me help the Hunter, Auntie Mor. I have trained for battle for twenty years. I need to do something. Sitting with my thoughts, trying to make sense of this curse, I am lost.” Her voice fractures in the admission. “I am cursed now, Auntie Mor. Cursed and grieving.”

The queen glances my way before saying, “Let us discuss your curse another day.”

“It cannot be another night, not anymore,” Isabeau says, bitterness and anger seeping into her voice. “I have lost the stars. Why did no one warn me? Why was I left to find this out now?”

She sounds so sad that my heart aches. Even as I want to pull Isabeau into my arms, I choose to hide. My heart twists at the pain in her voice. The woman I love is grieving, lost, and I wish I could offer her comfort. She stands in a room asking for my name. Both as the woman in the park and the Hunter-in-Training, I could offer some answers. Perhaps, I could answer questions on the curse even, but to do so would mean violating the promise I made to her father. All I want in this instant is to take her in my arms and let her forget her pain for a moment.

“The curse—”

“Now is not the time,” Queen Morag says firmly. “We will sort out the curse. You simply need a wife.”

The queen knows far more than Isabeau, and I make a note that I will find out exactly what the queen knows even as I wonder why the queen wants to hide things from me—and from Isabeau. Her glance at the curtains where I hide, her refusal to let Isabeau discuss the matter, these are about keeping secrets from me. I want to know why, but I cannot expose myself to ask without revealing my own secrets to the duke.

“Risking your life is not the answer, child.” The queen pulls Isabeau closer, embracing the taller woman tightly. “Now put your mask on and go dance. You won’t find anyone if you’re waiting in here with me.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Isabeau wipes her face and departs.


Chapter 10

“[She] lifted [a] hand and made a sign to the people, and instantly the sweetest music sounded near her and around her, and the young [wo]man took her hand, and they danced and danced till the moon and the stars went down.”

—Ancient Legends, Mystic Charms, and Superstitions of Ireland by Lady Francesca Speranza Wilde [1887]

I slip from behind the curtains after Isabeau departs. The queen has her back turned, and I cannot pretend I do not see her weeping. I have questions—about the curse, about why the death of Isabeau’s father would cause such a thing. Curses are rare; the ones that still happen are typically the familial sort, old curses that are bound to a family line. Since the treaty, the kinds of faeries who can place curses do not often come through the gate, and if the queen had hoped the curse would not afflict Isabeau, that means that Queen Morag has prior knowledge.

Is this a familial curse? Is the queen afflicted? Was the late duke? I have questions aplenty, but my once-beloved’s inability to see the stars is not a priority when there is a killer of men in Brimmond Wood. I will turn my research to Isabeau’s curse, but a curse that simply causes one to sleep at night is not overly burdensome. Murders come first.

Once the killer is stopped, I can be Isabeau’s friend and help her.

That’s all she’ll want once she knows what I am.

Perhaps, I can ask Morag to tell her my secret once I explain the duke’s requests.

But this afternoon, the queen is in no state to even acknowledge me, and I cannot ask Isabeau for more details without admitting to having been eavesdropping. That’s twice in one day I’ve listened in on her private conversations, and in both cases, I am left worrying about a woman who has lied to me repeatedly. She’s the only one I have ever considered marrying, but instead of coming to ask for my hand, Isabeau vanished from my life without a word of explanation. She rebuffed me all those years ago.

Of course, the thought of her wanting to marry someone else does little to quell the indignation I feel. Adding jealousy to the mix does not ease my mood.

How many Emmas were there?

I shove the unwanted thoughts away as I rejoin my sister and mother, who do not ask about my audience with the queen. I stand at Mother’s side, a masked noble with no interest in the dance. My sister swirls away, only to return with flushed cheeks at the end of the song.

“You have only to glance at them, and they will carry you back to the dance,” I suggest as my gaze takes in the crowd. “Enjoy it.”

“We have the same face. You could do the same,” Rylan counters, her gaze lingering on a noble in the crowd.

Mother coughs in such a way that I know she is trying to hide a bark of laughter. I want to believe they are right. I do. However, the scars on my skin are mild compared to the ones on my heart. I cannot tell strangers what I am going to become, so courting requires lies. And I cannot guarantee that Father is wrong about his belief that my duty could pass to any person I wed. Neither my mother nor my sister understands the weight on my shoulders, and most of the time I am grateful for that.

“Sister.” Rylan nods to the far side of the room, where Maudite has swept into the ball. Her step is still unsteady. “The cursed duke has arrived.”

Isabeau captivates me, so I allow myself a moment to admire her. Why shouldn’t I look at her? Isabeau in a well-cut formal suit is beautiful. The tendrils of hair that curl along her neck look as if she rode to the palace at a pace that only the wind travels. Curls knot into impossible-to-untangle locks, and a wicked thought crosses my mind. I would not mind trying to unravel those—or to unravel her.

The duke prowls like . . . well, exactly like her reputation for seduction is true, and every ounce of logic I possess urges me to avoid the woman who introduced me to the art of kissing in a long-ago dark room. My mind is a jumble of thoughts, made worse for seeing another woman touch her, and made chaotic by hearing her talk about seeing me fight and thinking I am lovely for it. Every countering thought runs together in a litany that makes me want to rush to her and avoid her all at once.

She saw me in the park.

She’s already heartbroken about her father’s passing.

She’s newly cursed.

She knows of the two deaths.

The last duke bade us wait to tell her.

Isabeau and I agreed to be friends.

Maybe she won’t even recognize me.

I want my hands on her to erase Emma’s touch, my jealousy whispers.

“I’m better than this. I am.” I try to tuck behind Mother, who is seated on a chair that servants delivered during my absence. I cannot guarantee what I would say or do in this moment.

I am masked, bad impulses urge. Unlike the guards, who are trained to recognize me and my father, the duke would never know who I am.

I surreptitiously continue to study the duke. I noticed earlier that she was wearing breeches at court, but I can see the curve of her hip, the muscles in her calves, and I can’t stop staring. Maybe I am weak because of her rescue in the wood, or because of hearing her talk to the queen about me, or maybe I am simply still enamored of her. I know only that it is not the curse, not my duty, making my attention fix on her.

Isabeau’s mask is no more than a sliver of silver with onyx stones. It’s more of a gesture of a mask than an actual mask. She makes no effort to even try to hide her identity. Although, of course, it would be a lie to suggest she could. My gaze drops again to marvel at the way the breeches cling to Isabeau’s thighs.

She’s dangerous.

I’ve grown used to facing any number of monsters. I’ve broken bones and bruised soft tissue. The duke in her formfitting breeches and coat ought not be the thing that intimidates me, but I touch my mask to ascertain that it’s still securely in place as I watch her seem to size up the nobles in the room, not in a quarrelsome way, though.

“What is she doing?” Rylan asks as she leaves the dance floor again and rejoins me.

“Hunting.” Even had I not heard her plan to locate the woman in the park—to locate me—I recognize the way Isabeau prowls.

Rylan makes a humming noise. “The Misses Borthwick said she is nearly engaged to Lady Fiametta now that her father has passed. Perhaps she is auditioning for mistresses.”

“Hush,” Mother interjects.

“I am not interested in court gossip, sister.” We are careful to avoid names with the masks in place. Although Mother is more identifiable if she is standing because of her cane, she is currently seated with her cane resting in the folds of her own seafoam-and-orange-hued dress.

Rylan is whisked away again for another dance. Even masked, suitors rarely resist a chance to twirl her around any ballroom. Tonight, she is particularly vivacious. I watch her with a fondness that makes me forget to keep alert.

“Dance?” The word draws me out of my mind and back into the room, where the duke is now peering at me with an extended hand.

“That is kind of you, but n—”

“She’d be delighted, Your Grace,” the Countess of Fleuriste says, speaking over me in a voice that will not accept objections. She waves a hand toward the floor. “Go on.”

I shoot a surly look at Mother before standing. “Certainly.”

I ignore Isabeau’s hand and instead rest my own lightly on the duke’s forearm as we walk onto the already crowded floor several moments into a song. The dancers part around us. Recently inherited or not, Isabeau is a duke. The world is her oyster.

My touch is as light as can be as I try not to notice the lines of muscles under Isabeau’s jacket. She’s always had the sort of form that makes me sigh longingly. Tonight is no exception.

She thought I was lovely in battle, my heart sings.

None of that! my logic orders.

The duke faces me and bows. Her poise is enough to heighten the feelings already plaguing me. I want to be immune to her.

I curtsy to her. “Are you sober enough to lead?”

Isabeau scowls. “Is that foul temper why you were playing the wallflower?”

When the duke’s hand curls around my side, perilously close to where I was stabbed, I flinch.

Let her think it’s from her words, I hope.

I rest my arm atop Isabeau’s and let my hand touch her shoulder lightly. With my other hand, I grasp Isabeau’s free hand.

This hand touched my chest years ago.

Those arms clung to me at her castle mere weeks ago.

And she does not recognize me . . .

As we start to move, I fumble for a way to think of safer things. Isabeau moves like something feral and powerful, and I have always liked it far too much.

“I was at the wall because I have no interest in dances or any of this . . .” I glance around the room, desperate to focus on anything but her. “I will make my vow to the queen and depart.”

Isabeau is silent a moment. “Your eyes flash when you are irritated.”

I smile despite myself and hint, “You should see what my weapons do.”

The laugh from Isabeau is followed by a tightening of her hand, as if to stop me from fleeing. She smirks before asking, “Do you enjoy swords, then?”

My escaping laughter is a mix of shock and genuine amusement. When I can control my amusement, I ask, “Was that your way of asking if I prefer the company of men? Or do you mean literal swords?”

“Both.”

“I have no preference for men or women.” I meet Isabeau’s gaze. “I have kissed both.”

I wish Isabeau would ask who, almost as much as I wish I could stop thinking of our long-ago kisses and caresses.

“I am not looking for a spouse, however,” I offer quietly. “I am not seeking entrapment.”

“A lover, then?”

“I have had a lover.” I thrill at the freedom the mask is allowing me in making such a bold confession. “Despite many attempts at intimacy, I was not impressed by him.”

This time, it’s Isabeau’s burst of laughter that draws glances our direction. “Is that a challenge? I would not disappoint you.”

For a moment, I debate. Is it a challenge?

“I have kissed you before, Maudite.”

Isabeau smirks. “I fear that does not narrow the list of names. Shall we go somewhere more private and remove our masks?”

“I was offered a dance.”

“So you were.” She looks at me in a hungry way that makes moths set flight in my stomach. We flow through the crowd of dancers, drawing too much attention for my comfort. The duke is an even more masterful dancer than when we were last on a ballroom floor.

After several silent moments when I cannot decide how to answer, Isabeau releases her grip on my side to spin me out, then draw me in again. “Do you want to be seduced?”

“By you? Yes, but my mask cannot be removed,” I say cautiously, admitting the rare hunger that is rising in me, the sort of longing that Isabeau has always evoked. “No names exchanged.”

“Ah, but you already know my name.”

“I do. Isabeau, Duke of Maudite. You are unforgettable.”

“Perhaps I will know your name when I kiss you,” Isabeau taunts. “Perhaps, I already do.”

I laugh at the thought. For all her claims to care for me, she did not recognize me in the park. She does not recognize my voice now.

“I doubt that,” I admit with more sorrow than I like to share. I want her to know me the way I do her.

Visibly intrigued by either my words or my tone, Isabeau spins me out, and this time her hand is slightly higher when she pulls me back in. Her thumb brazenly grazes the curve of my breast as she whispers, “I want to see your face, although your mask is lovely.”

“And your mask is barely present.” I let myself be led across the floor in our dance, trying not to notice all the envious looks that are shot my way. “You had to realize that everyone would know who you were anyhow with those breeches.”

“You think I should still have gone along with the pretense that I can hide?” Isabeau sounds genuinely curious.

“I think we all do things that the queen orders, and you . . . did not.”

Isabeau’s lips curve into the smile that once made me make foolish choices, not unlike tonight. “I am not the Hunter, though, and it is his identity we mask to hide,” she says.

“I am aware.”

“So are you masked because you are the Hunter? Hiding in a dress?” Isabeau laughs at her own mockery. “Or do you suppose it’s him?” She nods toward a man who is even older than our parents. “Or that’s him with the full mask and a dress? I danced with that one, and they didn’t speak at all. Were they hiding their identity?”

“You are still absurd, Isabeau.” I wince then as the duke twirls me a bit too forcefully. My injured side is not suited for any vigorous movement. “And if I told you that I am the Hunter . . .”

Isabeau laughs. “Sure. Then I shall confess my secret. I am the queen’s new jester. With a mask, I suppose we can all embrace pretense.”

My heart beats harder in the brief attempt at speaking truth about my identity, but she reacted with laughter. That is not how I think she’ll respond when eventually I tell her. We dance without speaking for several moments before I say, “I hope the Dowager Duchess Maudite is faring well.”

“You speak as if you know her.”

“Have you not met everyone at these balls?” I hastily counter, not wanting to lie too much to Isabeau.

Isabeau stares at me. “Tell me your name.”

I deflect with another question. “What were you hunting when you came into the ball?”

“A woman. I saw her defeat a faery tonight in the park.” Isabeau shrugs as the music pauses. She bows to me again. “Thank you for the dance, Miss Papillon.”

“What did you call me?”

She trails a hand over my butterfly mask. “Butterfly. Le papillon. Unless you’d like to tell me your actual name?”

“No.” The crowd on the floor shifts as dancers trade partners. “I hope you are faring well in your mourning.”

“I adored my father.” Her heart is in her words now. “I cannot understand how the world continues without him in it.”

“You are lucky to have had such a man as your sire,” I whisper.

She pauses, staring into my eyes even as the floor around us commences the next dance.

“I would like to talk to you more,” Isabeau says, trying to put her hand on my side again and extending her other arm as if to resume the position of the dance. “Would you dance with me again so we can continue to talk?”

“No. I don’t typically dance at all.” I step back, out of her reach, not sure how much more I can manage. My side aches too much, and being this close to her makes my heart ache almost as surely. I need to escape.

Isabeau offers her arm. “I feel fortunate to have had your accord, then. Would you care to walk? I could show you the Royal Library.”

“Oh?”

“My aunt allows me a key in case I need it.” Her voice hardens. “You have heard that I am cursed now? It is a recent thing, but . . .”

“I have heard.”

“Gossip moves quickly,” Isabeau says bitterly as she leads me away from the crowd and into a side passageway. Our footsteps are muffled in the thick rugs underfoot, and the sounds of the musicians at the ball are barely audible. The result is the illusion that we are the only people in the palace.

“You are no less for the curse,” I assure her as we walk. “Disabilities and limits aren’t the sum of a person.”

“You speak as if you have a limit of your own.”

I debate confessing. Could I talk to her about my destiny? I have long wished I could discuss it with Father. How did he tell Mother that he would be a Hunter? When? Could I tell Isabeau that I am going to be the Hunter and that I am afraid it destines me to loneliness?

“Butterfly?”

We’ve stopped walking, and we now stand in the hallway outside the library. The red and gold seats on either side of the oversize doorway look darker without any of the sconces lit. I want so much from her that I choke on my words. I manage to whisper, “I don’t want to share any of my secrets, Maudite.”

She gives me such a heated look that I feel uncommonly dangerous. “Have you decided if you would like a lover who would not disappoint you?”

“I don’t want to talk, but I do want.” I reach out and caress her face. “I desire you every time I see you, and so I’ve arranged my life to not see you.”

“Don’t avoid me,” Isabeau whispers, and in that moment, I realize that she has already guessed my identity. Perhaps, she knew the whole time. “I would miss you if you vanished again.”


Chapter 11

“Red is the colour of magic in every country, and has been so from the very earliest times. The caps of fairies and magicians are well-nigh always red.”

—Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, edited and selected by W. B. Yeats [1888]

We stand in the empty hallway, as Isabeau studies the carved patterns in the oversize wooden door. Her hesitation is obvious, and it stings. I was too honest, and now that she knows me, she pauses. Is it wrong that I still desire her after she abandoned me?

“Can we not keep this pretense? Take me into the library and seduce me as if I were a merchant’s daughter or a noble you don’t already know,” I say.

“Would you rather talk or dance?” Isabeau offers so softly that I am alarmed.

“I want you to prove you are as gifted a lover as you boast. That’s what you do, isn’t it? Seduce women. I hear about them. Lady Iversson most recently?” I hear the bite in my words, and I know she deserves more, but this is what I can offer her.

“I have done so, but I am more than that.” Isabeau’s back is to me now, and I hear the affront in her voice.

“I have no doubt, Your Grace.” I place a hand on the middle of Isabeau’s spine. “Any woman would surely be lucky to have your attention.”

“Then remove your mask,” Isabeau begs.

I pull Isabeau toward me, making her turn to face me. “I cannot have more with you, Maudite. That is not the fate before me. I can be your friend later, have those conversations, spend time with you. If I do that tonight, I cannot have your touch. Let me have this one night with you? Give me my illusion?”

Isabeau pulls a key tied to a red ribbon from under her shirt. I realize that the key is hidden between her breasts just as she removes the strange necklace. In the next moment, the lock click sounds loudly in the silence of the hallway as Isabeau opens the door and replaces the key around her neck and tucks it under her clothing.

The room is opulent, lit lowly by sconces. Several steps into the room, an ornately carved clock—as tall as a person—stands so that the light from a nearby lantern reflects on a brass and mother-of-pearl face. The pendulum glints as it swings in and out of the light, ticking like a steady metronome.

I have worked in here since when my feet dangled from a chair, too small to reach the floor. Beyond this room—hidden from everyone else—is the Hunter’s Archive, but I say none of that. Right now, I am a woman with her lover, not the Hunter-in-Training.

“Lock the door.”

Isabeau removes her mask, drops it to a table, and says, “Perhaps, this is a mista—”

“Kiss me, Isabeau.” I step closer and tilt my head upward in an invitation that I haven’t made to her in ten years. I push Isabeau against an overflowing shelf of history books and taunt, “Unless you are afraid? Or uninterested? Have I grown too old? Too ugly?”

“You remain perfect.” Isabeau slants her mouth over my lips, and I swear my body melts.

I part my lips eagerly, giving no doubt that I have, in fact, acquired some measure of experience since our long-ago kisses in closets and pantries. My hands grip Isabeau, one on her back and the other on her hip, melding us together from breast to thigh.

Isabeau slips her tongue inside my mouth.

Yes, my body rejoices, we have needed this, needed her, craved her.

I am boneless at even a kiss, but then Isabeau’s hand tightens on my side, and I jerk away from her.

“Did I hurt you?”

“It’s fine. I have a wound there, so . . .” I step back, trying not to check whether I am bleeding through my stitches.

“A bruise? Has someone hurt you?”

A moment passes before I admit, “Faeries.” I lift the other shoulder in a shrug. “It happens.”

Gently, Isabeau touches my side again. “A claw mark just here. In the park. That was . . . you.”

“Please don’t.” I catch her face in my hand. “As I said, I want seduction, Maudite, not conversation.”

“You’ve grown cruel with time, love.”

My heart thunders at the word, but I say nothing as she leads me deeper into the library, through shelves of art books and leather-bound literature, and deeper still to a chaise longue in the darkest shadows of the room. Here no windows can spill light. The most precious of books are in a glass case, and across from it is the chaise, covered in a currant-red cloth, as is all the library furniture.

Isabeau gestures. “Please. Sit.”

I perch on the edge of the chaise, and she gently lifts my leg onto the long chair. I let her guide me, so I am half reclining.

“Take off your mask for me, love.”

“I can’t.”

Isabeau bends down and kisses me again, and my hands grip her hair, mussing it with my fingers and holding her to me.

She pulls back just enough to look at me. “Is kissing what you want from me then? I can kiss you until years pass if that’s what you want.” Isabeau pauses between words to kiss along my throat and the bared skin of my décolletage. “I will gladly kiss every bit of you.”

I tilt my head and shift so she has more skin in reach. “Isa . . .”

“Tell me you haven’t craved anyone else’s touch like this,” Isabeau demands. She pauses and drops to her knees to stare into my eyes. “Tell me that you still think about me.”

“No one but you.”

“Then why will you not take off the mask?” Isabeau slides my shoe from the foot that is on the chaise longue. Then she trails her fingertips over the silk stocking that covers my calf, pausing at my knee to raise the skirts and drop a brief kiss there.

“I want you. I have never stopped wanting you, Isa. Isn’t that enough?”

Isabeau pushes up my dress, the petticoat underneath, and the chemise under that. The only remaining barrier is my stockings, which stretch slightly above my knee. We’ve never crossed this line, although I’ve thought about it.

“You are everything I’ve wanted,” Isabeau confesses. “This moment. This precious gift . . . means everything.”

I shiver at the reverence in her voice, or perhaps because Isabeau peppers kisses on my bare skin above where the stocking was fastened.

Isabeau pauses. “May I touch you higher?”

My voice trembles as I tease, “If you are seducing me, you definitely should. If not, I suppose you ought not.”

Isabeau laughs. “I want to seduce you. I think I have always wanted that.”

“Carry on then,” I say in a thready voice.

Isabeau licks along the edge of a scar just above my knee. “You are lovely.” She kneels on the floor, leaning forward so she is in between my bare legs. The position puts her face-to-chest with my bosom. I watch her stare at my chest the same way she did years ago, as if she is about to pray. She gently cups one breast. “I thought I’d never touch these again.”

Then she leans closer and kisses my throat, right over my pulse, and whispers, “Does your heart thunder because I kiss you?”

“Your touch does feel magical,” I admit.

“I want to spend days touching you, talking to you, dancing with you,” Isabeau confesses. “I would treat you like my own personal goddess for all my days.”

“Isabeau . . .” I stroke her neck and cheek. “You don’t need to lie to me. I’m not asking for forever. I just want—”

“Maudite!” a voice calls through the door. “Are you in here?”

Isabeau glares at the door. “Occupied.”

The laugh at the door is loud enough to be barely muffled. “Her Majesty does not care. She ordered us to tell you to fasten your trousers and attend the ceremony.”

I scoot back out of reach. “Tell them you will join them so they don’t come in here! If we are seen . . .”

“If you are compromised, you’ll be mine.” Isabeau growls as I try to shove my dress into order again. “You would have to agree to marry me.”

“Please! I would still refuse marriage, but the shame . . . Please, Isabeau!”

“As Her Majesty orders,” Isabeau calls back to the soldier or servant outside the door.

“Thank you.” I stare at her, feeling far too much like my heart is breaking.

“Meet me here later, or at my house . . .” Isabeau stands and extends a hand to me. “Please. We can delay talk of marriage, but I cannot imagine my life without you now that I’ve kissed you again.”

I take her hand, but I release it quickly. “They’re expecting you.”

“Vows. Yes, I am aware.” Maudite stretches like a surly cat in front of the dark-red chaise. “But when should I expect you? We are nowhere near done here.”

I ignore her questions as I straighten my dress, feeling that my laces are still snug enough and everything looks proper. “Does my hair look . . .” I’m not sure of the words. “Does it look acceptable? Do I look . . . fine?”

“You are stunning, although I know that is not what you mean.” Isabeau runs her hands gently over my sides, then across my chest, and down my arms. She grips both my hands in hers. “You do not look like a woman who was writhing with her lover a few moments ago.”

I tilt my head upward, lifting my chin against the flush that burns over my face. “Good.”

“After the vows, meet—”

“That was not my plan. When we do meet again, you will pretend tonight didn’t happen,” I demand.

Isabeau gives me a patronizing look. “Nonsense. I have longed for you for years, my love. To find a woman that calls to me again, and to learn that you are the same woman I’ve yearned for . . . In any guise, I want you, love. I saw you in the park, and I was smitten all over again.”

“Lust is not enough for me, Maudite. Not now.” I try to step around her, and she lurches into my path.

“Is my curse so horrifying that you would reject me again?” Isabeau asks. “I am worthy for a tumble, but that’s it?”

I grab her shoulders in my hands, holding her still. “Your curse is not the reason, and how dare you say I rejected you all those years ago!”

She stares at me and frowns. “Your father said you—”

“You never came,” I protest. “I waited, and you never came, Isabeau.”

“You sent a letter saying you never wanted to see me again,” she says in a desperate voice.

“Because you toyed with me and then you were at the theater with someone else,” I finish weakly.

“Nursing my broken heart.” She steps so close that her words are almost tangible things against my lips. “I came to the manor with a proposal and a ring, Gabrielle. The earl said you were not interested in marriage to me.”

My mouth gapes open.

“I never said that.” I pause, expecting a sense of betrayal, but I know my father. “He simply dislikes you.”

Her laughter is biting. “I am well aware.” Then she kisses my forehead, my cheeks, the tip of my nose. “I am a duke now, and the queen will give her blessing to our marriage. He cannot overrule her. We can resume our—”

“No.” The word is but a whisper, so I say it again, louder. “No, Isabeau. My father has already answered. I cannot.”

“But there is no reason to refuse me! You enjoy dancing with me. I make you laugh. I can make you writhe in desire.” Isabeau sounds so baffled that I wish I could tell her why I must refuse. “You like me.”

“Like” is such a small word for what I feel, but I still cannot agree. The thought of her being cast into the role of Hunter sends chills over me. I do not think Father is right, but I cannot risk her safety. Gently, I say, “My father has spoken, Isa. I cannot.”

Isabeau frowns, although I know she understands. Disobeying one’s family in such matters is dishonorable and insulting to the family. “I’ll ask Auntie Mor to speak to him, order him to agree if necessary. We can gain his permission. At least try.”

“The queen is waiting, Maudite,” I remind her, because everything she says is true.

But another truth—the one she doesn’t know—still stands between us. I cannot marry her, not because my father said no, but because I am afraid that his belief that my duty would pass to a spouse might be true.

“Love . . . don’t. Don’t refuse me. The queen can wait. I know you stood against a monster and won. You are beautiful, passionate, witty, and not already married or betrothed.” Isabeau pulls me closer and brushes a kiss over my mouth.

I lean into her touch. I have always been weak to this tactic of hers, kissing away my objections. I force myself backward, out of her arms. “Oh, Isabeau, you haven’t changed at all, have you?” I huff in frustration. “What about what I seek? Where were you when I waited for weeks for your proposal?”

“I explai—”

“Stop. You gave up after one refusal. You gave up on me so very easily, but now you ask me to go against my family’s decree. You walked away, but you want me to fight for you? That’s not love, Isa.” Tears trail around the edge of my mask. “I swore I wouldn’t weep over you again.”

I race to the door, but I cannot leave without another word. “I am so sorry, Isabeau. This was another mistake. I should never have been here with you.”

I unlock and jerk the door open before rushing to join the crowd assembling for vows. I slow when I’m in the chamber with the assembled nobles and weave through the crowd to join my family. A few curious glances dart my way, and I fumble with my mask to make sure it is securely in place.

Rylan gives me a hopeful look until she sees my tear tracks. Then she reaches out and takes my hand in hers. I cleave to my sister like a raft in a storm.

In the front of the room, a man stands and reads loudly to the assembled group: “Failure to offer fealty to your queen is tantamount to forfeiting all holdings and assets.” One of Queen Morag’s people announces the selfsame words as at every ceremony. I mouth the last words along with him: “Traitors will not be tolerated.”

Although I’ve never known of or witnessed anyone refusing the vow, I understand the reason for the rules. Faeries cannot lie, so no false vows are possible. If there were a faery hiding among her people, the vow would expose them.

As people begin to queue up to make their vows, the Duke of Maudite strides into the room and cuts a swath through the crowd. Isabeau doesn’t bother entering the curtained enclosure, and she no longer wears her mask.

“Your Majesty,” she says.

Isabeau waits until the assembled nobility is watching her, and then she bows so deeply that no one could accuse her of thinking herself above anyone in the room. Such an uncommonly deep bow for a duke might prompt rumors, but so would the lack of mask or privacy. Isabeau straightens and says loudly, “Accept my heart, my land, and my vow, Queen Morag. I am humbly your servant. No other queen before you.”

“So accepted, Your Grace.” Queen Morag looks at her with an implacable expression for a long moment. Then she nods. “Until next time, niece.”

No one dares to speak, but I have no doubt that whispers will come in time. Isabeau is always the center of gossip. It has been so for as long as I can recall. Now that she is the cursed, arrogant duke? Gossip will be on fire.

Then Isabeau walks up to me, bows almost as deeply as she did before the queen, and says in a quiet voice, “Our conversation is not finished. I have loved you for half my life.”

“Stop. Please,” I hiss.

I look past her, trying not to let my embarrassment show. My heart sinks as I realize that Queen Morag is watching. Worse still, she has an intrigued smile on her lips. Of all the arrogant, foolish things to do, Isabeau chose this. She might as well have announced her intentions, and if I were anyone else, that would be enough for the queen to insist on a wedding.

The Hunter, however, is not merely another royal.

In exchange for risking my life—and eventually dying—for the crown, I control my future and finances in a way that only a queen can. I cannot be forced to do anything against my will, including marriage. Isabeau may think she’s about to outwit me, but she’s going to learn elsewise if she goes so far as to seek an audience with the queen about me.

“My answer is unchanged, Isabeau.” I keep my voice low but firm. “You deserve joy, but you will not find it with me. My father’s answer is the same one I offer you now. Good day, Your Grace.”


Chapter 12

“The Far Darrig, attired in a red coat and cap, steals children from their cradles, and leaves sickly elves in their place.”

—The Dead-watchers, and Other Folk-lore Tales of Westmeath by Patrick Bardan [1891]

A strange weight creeps into me in the middle of the night. Isabeau is locked away in a town house because of her inexplicable curse. Mother and Rylan are secure. Most nobles are abed, and those who are out still are likely to be returning from a night at the theater or opera—not near the green spaces where faeries roam.

The moon is waxing gibbous again. The last such moon brought a dead man into the courtyard of Fleuriste Manor. Maybe I am merely expecting a pattern that will not show, and Brimmond Wood is several hours’ ride away. I know my father patrols it tonight as surely as I know that the urge to do the same here in Regina Centrum rises in me.

Rather than resist instinct, I leave the warm covers of my bed and open a wardrobe where seldom-worn clothes hang in waiting. I pull on a pair of Father’s altered breeches and a heavy linen blouse, things I only wear at night, both in the city and the woods. A woman alone at night is more of a target for human men, especially a noblewoman. We are thought to be laden with gems and foolishness. A simple change in attire decreases conflict.

I shove my feet into boots, soft soled and worn. I know the boots are the only part of my attire that would not elicit a scowl from Father.

“If he wants me to patrol, he cannot expect me to do so in a gown at night,” I mutter to myself.

“Talking to yourself again?” My sister lurks in the doorway of my room. Her smile appears like a white slice in the dim room. “Would you like help with the weapons?”

“Please?”

Rylan walks to stand beside me and lifts my custom back harness from its hook. She holds it open as she stands behind me. Once I put my arms out, she slides it up to my shoulders, and I buckle it under my bosom. Small sheaths dangle like a fringe along my back, and in each is a small knife. A pair of daggers slide home into the two sheaths on the front that angle under each breast like widely spaced leather fangs.

My sister holds my jacket in the same way, and I put my hands into those sleeves. It’s long enough to hide the short swords I fasten at each hip. I feel like I ought to rattle, but the leathercrafter designed this in conjunction with the bladesmith. I move silently.

“Hairpin.” Rylan holds out a pair of ornate iron curlicues that I use to fasten my braids atop my head. Then my hat, which I likewise spear to my hair with iron-tipped pins.

My sister stifles a yawn. “I feel like I ought to salute or something when you dress this way.”

“Doors locked, Ry.” I catch and hold her gaze. “Something is amiss this night.” I pause then. “Did you feel it, too?”

She pats the top of my head. “No, Gab. I know there was a dead man last gibbous moon. So I listened for you tonight.”

I feel sheepish, but I suppose I forget that the family of the Hunter and Hunter-in-Training also must notice our obsessions when we are seeking a specific quarry.

Outside the house the world is quiet. The usual sounds of horses and wheels over the riding trail or streets are a dim muffle, and no voices or laughter rise up the way they do in the midday sun or even the midday drizzle. Still, something out here feels like it’s beckoning me. The summons feels as muted as the sounds of laughter from a nearby street as I wend my way toward the river. The creature I hunt is far away in the forest, and my studies say that this is not a water horse. Although the Aughiska and the Bean Nighe seem unlikely because of the lack of evidence, instinct pulls me toward the crash and tumble of the river. Perhaps I was wrong about those faeries.

Supposedly, the river runs underground for a stretch, then surges to the surface near Maudite’s estate, where it tumbles from the cliff into the sea. The falls there at Maudite Castle are stunning, but here the water seems less angry. It chops and churns, but I think that even such froth is not as daunting as a waterfall that drops to the rocky, cold sea at the bottom of a cliff.

My lantern casts a circle of light around me, but it only illuminates the ground nearest me. Beyond my light is shadow that could be drawn in charcoal. The half circle of moon ducks in and out of cloud banks, casting watery light and then stealing it away. In a flash of moonlight, I see a woman at the river’s side, hair dipping into the water as if she washes it there.

When next the light spills out from behind a cloud, she has gone, and the only possible creature is an Aughiska, but I cannot see under the water to know if the white froth on the surface is a water horse’s mane or simply water.

As I walk along the river’s edge, I wish I knew how to communicate with them. Of course, I cannot communicate with my own horse, Clatterbuck, or my father’s Imp or Isabeau’s Woede either. The white caps of water over rock in the current are likely mere water, but they could be more. The Aughiska often forms between one heartbeat and the next, lifting from the current and crashing into mist.

No water on the samples, my logic mutters.

But I was beckoned here, instinct argues.

I carry on in my patrol. Nighttime is the one time when citizens avoid the park. The faeries that have entered our world claim it as their own then, as if the treaty is a myth. Arguing with them is futile, and the glinting eyes of several creatures flash at me as I walk. Though I cannot catch full sight of them, I know they watch me.

“Iron at the ready,” I say in a voice that I might use to talk to a walking companion. I do not whisper. They know me, unlike my fellow citizens. Faeries know me on sight. I sometimes expect more violence because of it, but it is as if we have a silent accord: If they follow rules, I will not hunt them.

“What are you doing all alone, little lamb?” The voice catches me unprepared. I see no one, although I shift with my lantern. The warm golden light only chases away the nearest shadows.

I try to extend my arm, to cast the light outward. The effort is fruitless.

“I patrol,” I say in a gruff voice, thinking at first that it is a man who means me ill.

“But you’re not the Hunter.” The voice is a husky purr.

“You’re not a person.” I step forward, trying to shine light on whatever creature this is.

“Ah, ah, ah.” I see one hand raised, shaking a finger at me. The sharp claw that tips it is thick and gnarled. “Where are your manners, lamb?”

I gape at the thing, free hand falling to my sword hilt. “But faeries can’t talk, not like people.”

It laughs. “I chose not to speak when I first struck you. Today I speak.”

In the moment my throat feels ragged, closing words and air inside. I manage to say, “You . . .”

“Hit you.” A whoosh of air precedes its movement as an arm lashes out. “Like this.”

I stumble backward onto the ground to avoid the knife-sharp claws. The lantern lands with a clatter, but the flame does not sputter out. The monster is outside the ring of light.

Images of the two murdered men flash to my mind as I scuttle backward like a crab. The moon is hidden again, and I can see nothing. I crouch on the ground like prey for a moment, but I refuse to die on the ground without so much as fighting back.

I draw my sword with one hand, a dagger with the other as I come to my feet. I cannot see to attack the beast, but I am armed and ready to defend myself. “You need to return to Faerie, or you will die here.”

At first, I think the sound I hear is a sob, but I realize quickly it’s a laugh. Other creatures join in, and I am frozen. I am not the Hunter, and I am surrounded by things that mock me, things that want to harm me.

From directly behind me, I hear, “No one here can kill me.”

The scent that washes over me is not musty like the faery cat or foul like death. Strangely, the beast smells of crushed flowers. I try to turn to defend myself, when I am shoved forward with such force that I go from standing to face down in the grass in an instant. The warmth I feel reveals that the beast has tossed me onto my own lantern.

I extinguish the flame as my fall cracks the glass and I smother the fire with my stomach, burning myself in the process.

“I don’t kill little girls,” the creature taunts as it steps on my back and holds me on top of the hot lantern.

With a twist of my arm and wild swing, I jab my dagger into the meat of the creature’s leg and clutch the hilt so I do not lose it.

It punts me across the ground with the other foot, and I land with a painful thump. The moon breaks through the clouds again, but the faery is gone back into wherever it initially hid.

I crawl and shove my body to standing before limping home to pluck the glass from my body and teach my sister how to collect samples from a living victim.


Chapter 13

“The Dracæ are a sort of water-spirits who inveigle women and children into the recesses which they inhabit, beneath lakes and rivers, by floating past them, on the surface of the water, in the shape of gold rings or cups.”

—Scottish Fairy and Folk Tales by George Douglas [1901]

Too few hours later, I jolt awake before the sun with another insistent urge, this time to find my father. The feeling pressing into me is of biting insects ransacking my skin, swarming through me like fire. I’ve heard Father talk about the Hunter’s urges, but this is new to me. The feeling, like the one last night, ought not be mine. It’s a magic tied to the Hunter, and I am not him.

My injuries ache.

My microscopes beckon.

Still, the need to find my father feels increasingly urgent, so I leave the town house and hire a horse before dawn has broken. I am ready to ride with the rising of the sun. I cannot go without telling my family, lest they think I have been grievously injured on patrol.

I pause at the town house and enter to stand at the dining table where Mother and Rylan are seated. The urge to ride fills me, but I must be sure they also know to be cautious.

“I need to go to the manor. You will stay here.” I look at my sister and add, “Do not go out of doors at night while I am away. Guard Mother.”

Rylan nods.

Mother sips her tea in silence. The cup’s clink as she lowers it to the saucer is the only hint that she is unsettled by my remarks. “You sound like your father just now.”

“He is in peril. I can think of no other reason I would feel this need to rush to him,” I confess. “I swear I will—”

“No vows, child.” Mother eyes me warily. “Hunters are bound by their vows.”

I nod, hearing the grief and acceptance in her words. “I must go.”

Rylan’s chair clatters as she stands to embrace me. “Be safe, please.”

My arms tighten around her, but I cannot promise safety. I am out of doors and mounted within moments, and in the next few hours, I race toward home. I know not what’s happening, but the urge inside me feels not dissimilar from the need to breathe or eat. I must heed it. My very bones and marrow demand it, and I am increasingly powerless to resist. I’ve never felt such a thing, and I fear the import of it.

The last time I traversed Brimmond Wood alone, I was knocked to the ground and injured. I feel the weight of that fear bundling into my worry for Father as I ride, and it adds a heaviness to the shadows around me that is embarrassing for a Hunter to carry.

Still I ride.

The path from the city takes me first toward Maudite Castle, and I think idly that the dowager duchess is home with only guards and servants. She was there in her grief as I cavorted with her daughter. Guilt blossoms, although I know well that Isabeau was not in Regina Centrum to see me. There is a monster too near Maudite Castle, though, and that worry slides into the mass of weight I am collecting.

Still I ride.

I reach the darkened heart of the forest where my father burned Hugh’s corpse. Nothing amiss stands out, aside from a pall of silence in the forest, the sort of silence that means the wildlife has fled from an area.

I slow and call out, “Father?”

My borrowed horse lifts her feet in discomfort. Unlike the horses in our stable, this one is apparently unaccustomed to death or perhaps just feels the uneasy pressure that hovers in the air here. The gateway to the land of monsters is nearby, and I wonder—not for the first or twenty-first time—why we do not have a contingent of guards stationed right here. Typically, I would think about the changes I intend to make, including that one, but in this instant, I am certain my father is injured. Thinking about a future that might come too soon does not feel proper.

“Father?” I repeat, letting instinct guide my path now.

For all that I have my complaints about his parenting, I know that my father and I are inextricably bound. There is a line that runs from me to him to his father to his, and so on. Right now, that line is like a glowing thread pulsing between leaf and moss.

I rush toward him, urged by the bond tying us together.

“Daughter.” He looks up at me with one unbloodied eye. The other eye is gone, lost in a gash across his face. “Been waiting.”

My stomach twists at the sight of him. Claw marks rake over his chest and stomach. Something wet slips out of a wound that is not merely blood. His hand presses there, holding things inside where they ought to be.

“How long were you here?”

“Before middle of night.”

My every muscle tightens. The urge last night . . . Quickly I fill him in on my midnight encounter. “It attacked you and then came to the city?”

“Wants to end the Hunter line,” he says. “Said so.”

“That won’t happen,” I swear. Irate at the thought, I stare at the injuries on my father. I am lucky to be alive. I know it. “Let’s get you to help.”

“No need. I knew you would come.” He smiles at me, proud in a rare way, but it, too, is a grisly sight.

I’m on the ground kneeling there in my father’s blood as he reaches out to take my hand. In the moment, I think he wants comfort, but I realize that he’s pressing a swath of fur into my palm.

“Find the beast. Beast spoke . . .” His words sound haunted, but perhaps that’s simply from the pain.

I stare at the thick scrub and shadowed wood, thinking that it certainly had time to return here. If it has, I can’t see it. My hand goes to my hilt. “Have you seen it today?”

“Left after it killed me and hasn’t returned.” Father makes a noise that’s either a groan or a laugh. I can’t tell which, and I’m not sure I want to know.

“Hush. You’re hurt, not dead, merely—”

“Don’t be daft, child,” he bites out in a voice that sounds like unoiled gears. “Same creature. Killed the others. Killed me.”

“This is its fur?” I ask, trying to recall whether it matches the beast that attacked me in the wee hours. “The beast?”

He nods slightly. “Kill it. You must kill it.”

“I will. Let me get you to Maria now. She can stitch you up. I know she has plenty of magic in stock.” I eye several saplings I could fell and fashion into a litter. The ride would be jarring, though. I don’t see a better option. I cannot leave him here defenseless, and I have no idea how to help this sort of injury. “I felt you, like you were calling for me.”

“Dying now.” He swallows hard. “Magic tried to heal me. Can’t. So it summoned you. Passing the Hunter’s magic.”

“Let me give you water.” I hurry to fetch a drinking pouch from my bags. I have more questions than I know how to ask. The only ones that matter are practical now. “What is it? What did this?”

“New. Not known.”

That’s far from comforting. My father is one of the longest surviving Hunters, and he’s dying. What chance do I have against such a beast? An unfamiliar faery? I feel useless. There’s nothing I can do to make this easier on him. He’s been viciously attacked. I cannot fathom the pain he’s in right now.

He pulls in a visibly painful inhalation and says, “You can do this, Gabrielle.”

“I’m not ready. I’m not as strong as you or . . .”

“Neither was I.” He blinks tears of either pain or regret or fear. I don’t know, and I cannot ask. Another deep breath and he adds, “Tell your mother she was my last thought.”

“I will.”

He meets my eyes and orders, “Samples. Fire. Hunt.”

And then my father dies. He ordered me to take samples. The thought turns my stomach. He was my father. How am I to do this?

At first, I sit silently alongside his body. I have always known that he, as with all Hunters, would die in a battle or as the result of one. I had assumed wrongly that I would not bear witness to his end, that he’d be on a hunt, and I’d just . . . know. He said I’d feel it when he died.

Is this what he meant? That I’d be summoned? I wish he’d warned me if so.

There is little comfort in knowing that I shared his last minutes. The image of him in this heinous state will plague my dreams. Of that, I am certain. The invincible man that he has always seemed held his guts inside his body as he died in the dirt.

I stare into the trees as I force back every daughterly instinct I have. I am not a daughter, not a noble, not a woman. In this time and place, I am only the Hunter, and I need the evidence that was hopefully left behind on his body. He would have tried to gather it, shoved a hand in the beast’s mouth or . . . I look at the handful of fur and smile. He cut off a bit of hide.

Concentrating on what he would want me to do in this moment, what he trained me to do, I gather swabs from my own supplies and collect any potential saliva from his cuts. No green blood lingers on his clothing or on the soil, telling me that my own father—the Hunter—was unable to stand against this beast.

My eyes burn as I blink back the tears that want to escape. I draw in a deep breath, then another, then a third. Never mind the stench of death, I must not contaminate my samples with salty tears.

Salt purifies, his voice echoes in my mind. Never cry on the dead until you collect all evidence.

No tears fall, although a choked noise slips from my lips.

I cut away samples from each wound. This takes so long that my muscles cramp oddly. I stretch out my sides and roll my shoulders. The pain only increases, but I’m not sure why. I haven’t ridden that hard.

By the time I’ve collected everything, emptied his pockets of any notes or clues to read later, and removed his jewelry and any hidden weapons, there is no avoiding what comes next. I do pause as I finally slide his sword from under his arm and remove his blood-ruined scabbard.

His sword gives me hope. I set it aside, blade resting away from where the fire will be. There on the blade’s edges are hardening green crystals. Despite my gory task, I smile. “Took a bite out of the thing, didn’t you?”

The best death a Hunter can have is a quick one in battle, he lectured me more than a few times.

“I’m sorry it was not quick, Father,” I tell his chilling body.

From within his nearby belongings, I withdraw several vials, as my own are all filled now. I shove the fur he handed me into one of the largest ones. I have clues, evidence, and I will find some answers after this ghastly task is completed.

New, he said. The beast is new. That thought frightens me. If he declared it new, that means it’s not in the journals, that it’s new to us. This, combined with the influx of faeries in Regina Centrum, has me ill at ease. Are these two things connected? Are they simply all misbehaving or murderous because he was old and I am not intimidating?

I carve a circle into the earth around my dead father, and now, I let the tears race freely. He was never the father I wanted, or even the father I needed, but he was my mentor in learning to be the Hunter. He died seeking clues to help us—to help me now—stop the beast.

I crouch over his body and extend my arm, so my palm rests just over the spill of his guts.

“Teine,” I whisper, not fully expecting the fire to come to me. It does, though, a spark that pulls from the very blood of my body with a slash of pain. It shudders under my skin like a drop of hot coal in my palm, and then I exhale, and the fire washes over my father, charring him as I watch his last earthly moments.

Everything recognizable is lost to flame and smoke, and I cannot back away. I have always stepped back when he set a body to blaze, not wanting to draw the ash and smoke of a dead man into my lungs. That option is no more. I cough at the bitter taste assailing my nose, flooding my mouth and throat.

All his lessons tangle and entwine in my mind like a litany as I burn the body of the last Hunter. My own body cramps yet again, and I shudder from the force of it. I’m not sure what’s happening to me, but I know that I have only three options—go to Maudite Castle to ask for the dowager duchess’ aid, ride toward Fleuriste and Maria’s house of physicians, or ride to the city where my mother and sister wait. Regina Centrum is not the closest, but I have never felt at ease around Isabeau’s mother.

I stumble to my horse, shove all my samples into my bag, and urge the already tired steed to take me to the city. I try to watch the woods, and although I could swear I see several creatures watching me, I cannot tell what they are—or whether my eyes deceive me. Sweat streams from my every pore, and chills ripple over me like a stormy tide.

I ride as quickly as I can, and I am grateful when I approach the housing block. A man, unknown to me but wearing the uniform of a soldier, sees me and asks, “Where are you headed?”

I see his uniform with relief. “Fleuriste House.”

He gives me a look of sympathy and says, “Hunter.”

“Yes,” I whisper, telling a stranger what no one should yet know. “Need to go home.”

The next clear thought is that several soldiers are escorting me to the door, and then we are inside. I don’t know what words they exchange with my family. A fever sweeps over me.

I am pulled into a torrent of pain and fire as if my own body were the one blazing in Brimmond Wood.

My next clear thought as I am dragged out of my fever by clenching pain is that I have fought no creatures. I have no wounds or injuries. Did the toxins from the sword infect me? My bones ache as if sleep has broken something deep in the meat and marrow of my . . . everything. No limb is untouched.

I am alone.

I swing my feet to the floor and try to stand. Each step is akin to hundreds of stitching needles driving into the soft skin of my feet. I drop to my knees and begin to crawl to the door.

“Need to check on Mother. Ry. Get up, Hunter,” I lecture myself, seeking my father’s voice in my memories, wanting to hear him ordering me to “get up.”

Yet each draw of air brings agony. My lungs expand inside my chest as if they’re too big for my chest bones to cradle. In that instant, I am certain the edges of my bones carve slices into the thin bag that is my lungs.

“Gab?” My twin stands there. “Did something get a bite of you?”

Rylan’s face fills with worry. Her hand comes down on my brow, brushing my hair back and feeling the fever that rages in me.

“No bites. Something wrong, though,” I whisper.

Rylan half lifts me from the floor and back into my cocoon of blankets. “Do you need Clarissa?”

“Nothing to stitch or mend.”

Rylan leaves the room in a whoosh of silk and storm.

Minutes or hours later, Mother comes to see me. Bowls of ice chips and cloth strips to cool the fever, needles and sinew to stitch whatever ails me, cleaning liquid to burn away poison, and of course, a small set of knives and forceps to remove anything lodged in the skin. She ought to summon a healer, but I am grateful for her presence all the same. My heart hurts as much as my body.

“Father . . .” I can’t make my mouth say the words. I choke on them. I am not ready, not to tell her and not to be Hunter.

“He’s gone, then.” The countess looks calmer than I can bear.

“I’m so sorry. His last words were of you.”

“Liar,” Mother says with a fond smile. “His last words were undoubtedly about whatever he hunted.”

I look to the side, hating that she knows that, hating that I must lie, hating him for dying.

“This pain will end,” the countess says as she wipes fever sweats away gently. “Come morning . . .” She looks to the window, tracking the moon. “Perhaps evening.”

I can’t force more words through my now painfully dry lips. I do try, but all that comes out is a rasping noise. Morning seems so far away, and my mind swirls with questions. The Hunter journals said only that my body would change. It mentioned nothing of this debilitating pain.

Neither did Father.

Mother smiles sadly. “Your father’s pain was unbearable. He used to say that only dying would hurt this much.” She folds her hands together into a tight fist. “Did it? His death?”

“No,” I lie. “Not awful.”

Mother takes a clean cloth and wets it in a different bowl, one free of sweat. She squeezes the cool clean water into my mouth; droplets slip between my now cracked lips and land on my swollen tongue. It does little to ease the fire burning in my body, but I drink it down as best I can.

“It will end,” Mother says again. “Your body is healing your scars and injuries and making you strong enough to fulfill your duties.”

Tears I don’t want to spill leak from my eyes. The scars inside won’t heal, not now or ever. I watched my father die, and I burned him to ashes. Nothing can erase that scar, not even this magic. I am monstrous already.

“You are the head of the house now, Gabrielle Fleuriste. The new Hunter.” Mother looks at me as if there is pride in becoming more imperiled, as if being this is a good thing.

Once she leaves the room, a flicker of a thought comes to me: At least I have not passed this burden on to anyone else. I am well and truly the Hunter. This pain and duty are all mine.


Chapter 14

“The Breton fairies, like others of their race, are fond of kidnapping mortal children and leaving in their places wizened elves who cause the greatest trouble to the distressed parents. The usual method of ridding a family of such a changeling is to surprise it in some manner so that it will betray its true character.”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

I am as wobbly as a newborn foal when I wake, but monsters wait for no woman. I have been attacked twice, and Father has been murdered. The monster must be stopped—and I am now the Hunter who must stop it.

When Rylan comes into my room, she says, “Isabeau was here. Mother turned her away. Do you want to send her a note now that—”

“No. I have more pressing tasks. I need to be in my laboratory. Help me walk.”

“Mother will not approve.”

“She has no voice in this. I am the Hunter, and I need to stop this faery.” I ponder my words, aiming for a delicacy that my sister deserves. “It killed three men, Ry, including our father. It killed our father.”

Rylan exhales. I feel like she knew that, but perhaps Mother was sparing her the details. Either way, my sister steadies herself and then asks, “May I assist you inside the laboratory, too?”

I hate that I am agreeing, but there is no other Hunter-in-Training, not until she or I have a child to inherit this duty. “You must obey my every order there.”

“Obey you?” she scoffs.

“In matters of the Hunter, we are not sisters, Ry. I am the Hunter, and you may assist me, but I cannot risk you being injured.” I stare at her, hating how I sound and hoping she’ll refuse.

“You sound like him,” she whispers. “I understand how you felt about him in this moment. I don’t like you very much right now.”

I nod. What else can I do? Rylan helps steady me as I walk to the laboratory. The one we have here is smaller than the one at the manor, but it is still reasonably well supplied. Salt crystals line the walls, and there are no windows. To get into this room, a monster would need to tear through the wall of the house.

I used to think nothing was strong enough for that. The Beast of Brimmond has nearly severed the heads of grown men. That sort of strength is daunting.

The first door to the laboratory leads to a small foyer, no more than a door’s span in depth. Inside it is a second door. The inside of the inner door is steel, but that is true of the door to the front of this house and the back. The same is true at the manor. Father’s grandfather had them commissioned. The core is steel or iron, but the exterior is a wooden facade. Our homes are safe.

This room is safer still.

I want to lock Mother and Rylan in here, sealed away from threats, and not allow them to be in a world where monsters rip holes in the skin of my family. I want to insist Isabeau build such a room and hide away. How did my father live with the fear? How can any person endure the crushing weight of responsibility for another person’s safety?

Mother stops us in the hallway and forces us to each take several bites of food and a half cup of tea before walking away. She says nothing, but her eyes are red from crying. I want to promise any and everything to make her pain end, but nothing I do will return Father to her arms.

“Come,” I whisper to my sister, pushing the door of my laboratory open.

Inside the room I open the safe where one of them, likely Mother, stored all the samples. My heart recoils at the thought of her carrying her husband’s blood and tissue here.

“I brought the box in here,” Rylan says from behind me. “She was holding it and weeping.”

“I am sorry. I was not prepared for the transition to . . .” My words fade away, as if saying it will make us both mourn again.

“Hunter,” Rylan finishes. Then my sister gives me a sympathetic look. “I cannot imagine being prepared. You were miserable.” She flashes her impish smile. “I would appreciate you never dying because I do not want to feel that sort of pain ever.”

“I cannot promise, but I will try.” I pull on an apron before I open the steel box of samples, trying to pretend that they were not collected from our father’s corpse.

Rylan stands waiting for instruction.

“Apron. Then, I need the etched microscope.” I point, dropping too heavily into a chair. I am not recovered. I know it as well as I know that it matters little if I am ready.

Rylan carries the device with both hands and lowers it to the table in front of me. It’s my favorite microscope. I’ve collected six new versions of the devices to have here over the last few years, but this one was custom-designed by an ocularist here in Regina Centrum. The man was a bit of an artist, so the barrel is etched with designs that have hidden reminders in the spirals.

I pull out a glass slide and a small thistle tube. The glass resembles a thistle, flared on top with a long thin stem. They are all hand-blown glass, so I treat them carefully even as my hand is still weak. I cover the top of the thistle tube with my thumb to use air pressure to draw up liquid.

“What are you looking for?” Rylan asks.

I adjust the focusing screw. “Saliva first.” I pause. “Sketching pad so we can draw anything we find.”

Once she has the pad and a set of charcoals, I recite the list of possible faeries I have so far as she writes them down on the page. Although some are less likely, I want to list all of them. The ground was wet the nights that Hugh and the nameless victim died, so perhaps we missed water.

Bean Nighe.

Phynnodderee.

Ankou.

Pooka.

Aughiska.

Far Darrig.

Mourioche.

I lower my eye to the lens. The sample shows no signs of irregularity consistent with the saliva of the more water-based feral sidh. Some faery animals also have an anticoagulation effect in their saliva. That, too, is absent here.

“Bring all my microscopes,” I order.

Sample after sample I line up and examine. I have slides on each of six devices. “Not a one shows water infusion in the blood. Not the ones from my attack or from Father’s death. That officially eliminates the Aughiska and Bean Nighe. I was inclined to dismiss them after my earlier examinations of the body at the manor, but this confirms it. They cannot kill without spilling water, and we have three victims with no watery residue on them.”

Rylan makes a note in the journal, then draws a line through Aughiska and Bean Nighe on our list. No saliva, inhuman soil, or sidh blood is present in any of the samples I collected from our father’s body. “It’s not much of a decrease in the list,” she says. “Two eliminated.”

“The thing that attacked me . . .” I close my eyes to picture it. “There were claws. I’ve not seen such claws before.”

She slides a notepad toward me. I salt my hands and hastily sketch what memory I have.

“Those are peculiar,” Rylan muses, tracing the spiral of the claws. “Like thin rams’ horns.”

It’s an apt comparison, but as I scan my memory, I can think of no such creature. “Is there anything that can also curse people?”

“Do you think Isabeau’s curse is connected?” Rylan asks.

“No.” I pause as I think about the timing of everything. “However, the first body was found, and Isabeau was cursed shortly thereafter. The timing is close.”

“Her father died. The curse is more likely tied to that, is it not?” Rylan has read almost as many journals as I have. “Do we have any details on it?”

“It makes her sleep.”

“Like the spindle curse?”

“Yes.” I roll each detail in my mind. There was Hugh’s murder, my attack in the woods, the duke’s death, Isabeau’s curse, another murder, my attack in the city, Father’s murder . . . but a sequence doesn’t mean everything is connected. “I can think of no reason her sleeping curse would be connected.”

“Does anything in the journal curse and kill?” Rylan idly sketches a spindle on a piece of paper, not in the journal itself. She glances at me. “Can you picture Isabeau at a spindle or loom?”

“No to the latter.” I smile briefly at the welcome distraction. “Unfortunately, the faeries strong enough to kill as this beast has—all of which are banned from our world—could also curse a person. The curse is so . . . mundane. I don’t know that it narrows our list of possible culprits at all, and Father said it was ‘new.’”

I look again at the book on the stand beside me, flipping pages as I consider what might be strong enough to nearly sever a head and what would drain the blood and be “new”—also whether the curse is a factor at all. The baobhan sìth is reputedly a blood drinker, and they are among the list of creatures banned in the treaty between Queen Morag and Queen Gloriana. They rarely curse anyone, and if they do, the curses are far more creative than . . . sleeping at night.

“The baobhan sìth drink blood,” I muse aloud, “but likely are not strong enough to behead a man. And is there mention of claws anywhere?”

The chiming of the oversize bell in the laboratory sounds, drawing our attention to the time. With a hurried obscenity, I gather the glass pieces with the blood samples and return them to the steel box.

Early on, I was splashed by faery blood often enough that the stuff makes my skin itch. I slow my motions, although they are rote by now. The glass is returned to its box, covered with a small iron cap, and the whole steel box is closed and latched.

Rylan watches as I return the box to the safe and lock it away. “So we eliminate one faery, and then add one? We could keep going.”

“Mother only summons me when she thinks it urgent,” I remind her. “Hands.”

“I didn’t touch anything, Gab,” Rylan huffs at me.

I stare at her until my sister extends her hands, and I pour salt over them. “Habit matters. You can never salt too often.”

I remove my apron, dip it into a vat of salt water liberally laced with iron filings, and hang it to dry. Then I dunk my hands into the same vat. Again, I look at my sister. “Apron. Then hands.”

She imitates my steps, and then we leave the room. Once in the hallway, I lock the door, then I sprinkle a fine line of salt over the threshold from a container mounted to the wall. Then I close the second door.

Mother waits. She is dressed in an elegant black gown with small emeralds glinting at her throat. I know without asking that they are an homage to Father, resembling faery blood as they do.

“Lady Reynard and her daughters will be here within the hour. The Viscountess Campbell. Sir Barnett. We have a full table, Gabri, for your father’s funeral banquet.”

I could say I forgot, but in truth I had not known. “I understand. I had to examine the blood from—”

“Hush, please.” Her voice warbles in pain.

“No, not that. Not his . . .” I lie badly. “It matters little. I will be punctual. What have people been told?”

“The queen let it be known that your father . . . suffered a paroxysm of the heart,” the countess says. “She expressed that he was unable to make vows because of it, and we withheld our mourning because of the vows.”

The explanation is a weak one.

“Are they expecting him to be here? In state?” Mourning traditions vary, but in many cases, guests come to wish a farewell to the dead by looking upon the body of the deceased. My father’s body is ash in the forest now.

“I have said that he was interred last week,” Mother says in a voice that invites no more questions.

I leave her there and head to my room to dress.

“Shall we?” Clarissa asks softly as she gestures to the vanity chair. I appreciate that she is both a trained healer and a maid. Having someone from the village, someone who knows my whole truth, also eases my emotions.

“I am grateful for you,” I say as I sit.

I watch in the mirror as Clarissa twists my hair into a flattering knot and jabs a series of dark wooden sticks into the mass.

“I do not want to do this,” I whisper.

“I suspect that’s why the countess made the plans before you were alert enough to stop her,” Clarissa says gently. “I am sorry for your loss, Hunter. Sorrier still that the burden is now yours. Them that’s here today won’t know that, but . . . at home, there will be truer words awaiting you. Today is for your mother’s grief, not yours.”

“I need to hunt, though, and this . . .” I shake my head at the coldness in my voice. In two days, I have already come to understand my father in a way I have not for all my life. The pressure to fulfill my duty pulses in my skin to the expense of all else.

“Your mother was his haven,” Clarissa says. “She protected his heart and his home, filled it with love, eased his burdens. You need a haven, too. You protect the queen’s land, our village, our world. Someone should protect you.”

“Oh.” I lower my gaze. “That is kind of you.”

The heavy weight of a jeweled necklace, dark sapphires, settles around my throat. Matching stones are fastened to each earlobe. I cannot stand the thought of emeralds. Not today. Possibly not ever again.

“A lot of people hoped Girard would be your man,” Clarissa blurts out. “I like the lady duke, though. I saw you laugh with her when you were a girl. Laughter is healing. I want that feeling for myself someday.”

“I do, too,” I manage to admit awkwardly. Guilt flares at the thought of the things made possible by my father’s death. I cannot think of it long, not until I hunt and kill the beast that took Father, but Isabeau is no longer forbidden. My father’s ill-conceived notion that the Hunter’s magic would pass to a spouse is moot now. I am the Hunter.

By the time the first set of guests arrives, I am not surprised to see Isabeau in my home. I feel as if my thoughts have summoned her.

“You remember my eldest daughter,” the countess says as I join them.

I curtsy. Maudite has always outranked me, but she is a duke now, the only woman to hold that rank currently. Only the queen or Prince Alaric outrank her now.

“Lady Gabrielle.” Isabeau bows far deeper than she ought to do. “My deepest sympathy on the loss of the earl.”

“And I on the loss of the duke,” I reply.

“Please excuse me, Your Grace.” The countess flees, and I am not sure if she cannot bear the talk or whether she is using this moment to let us exchange words in privacy.

“Does she not know that I saw you only a few days ago?” Isabeau asks, voice too low to be overheard in the conversational hum of the room.

“Isabeau,” I whisper. “Please . . .”

“I would not have spoken ill of him at the palace if I knew he had died, Gabrielle.” She looks stricken at a callousness that is untrue, but I cannot tell her this truth either. Even now, I am haunted by a sea of lies between us.

Eyes dart to us as we speak in hushed tones.

“We were not close, not like you and your father,” I say.

“Yet you were the one riding with him when he came to Maudite Castle.” Isabeau gives me an odd look. “You never appeared close as a child, not the way he was with Rylan, but he tracked your every step even then.”

“He cared in his way.” It is as much of a truth as I can share.

Seeing my unwillingness to talk about him, Isabeau seems to follow my unspoken request and drifts into small talk as guests arrive and join our conversation. When the guests steer toward talk of my father, she redirects them with elegance or false boorishness. I am grateful for it.

By the time we are seated, she is at my side like a permanent guardian. Guiltily, I am happy for her intercession. I do not yet feel like I am the earl.

The first course is served, and I marvel at the bounty in front of us. Cold soups, haricot beans, asparagus, chicken, and mutton. Mother looks around the table, as if taking a count of the guests who came first to offer their regards. Rylan wears a bemused smile as Sir Barnett gesticulates wildly with a soup spoon. Whatever story he tells about Father looks entertaining.

The Viscountess Campbell, seated on the other side of Isabeau, asks, “And how is Her Grace, your mother?”

Isabeau’s voice is dry. “Her husband recently passed, so she is also mourning.”

“Dreadful business, mourning. Black doesn’t suit my complexion.” The Viscountess Campbell sips her drink. “Your mother looks lovely in every color and pattern.”

“She is sad,” Isabeau clarifies. “She loved my father.”

“I do suppose that complicates matters. Never marry someone who causes that. It mires you.” The viscountess makes a hmm-ing noise. “Please give her my regards. I could not travel to the funeral meal at the castle.”

“There wasn’t one,” Isabeau bites out.

As the viscountess turns back to her other conversational companion, Isabeau grips her spoon tightly. Her gaze is fixed on her soup as if it has insulted her. This time, I must be her protector.

Under the table, I gently take Isabeau’s other hand and squeeze it. “She means no harm.”

Isabeau entwines our fingers and holds on. Her voice is soft enough that I have to lean in to hear her say, “They were in love. All these years. Mother is . . . not always easy to love, but he adored her.”

“My father was a hard man, but he was the softest of . . . He was . . . He and my mother had the sort of love that drove her,” I offer softly. “I understand more than I can say.”

Isabeau peers at me intently. “Do you? I have no siblings. My trusted confidante has passed. I must now shelter my mother, and I must wed.”

“Every member of the peerage must consider those things. The fact that we have a voice in our matrimony is the rarest of gifts.” I try to pull my hand away. “I, too, have inherited a title with weight I cannot fathom.”

I know that she will think I mean “earl,” but I cannot speak the whole truth. Not yet. In some way, perhaps her burden is weighty. The duke was too generous with his money, too happy to make wagers, and I suspect that if not for the crown supplementing his accounts, Maudite’s estate would be in dereliction. That burden I do not share.

For a moment Isabeau looks painfully pensive, and then she blurts out, “Her Grace has insisted that I bear a child. That we find a man to . . .”

“Isabeau! No!”

“There’s a madness about her on the matter. Marriage is not enough. She insists that I must carry an heir for the title.”

“Could you take in a foundling? Surely there are—”

“I suggested as much. She hurled a decanter at me.” Isabeau takes a steadying breath. “I am at a loss, Gabrielle. She will acquiesce to my plan to marry a woman, but she is adamant that I also carry a ‘child of the Maudite blood.’ From the moment Father died, she has been pressuring me. She claims I can satisfy my curse if I do so.”

The second course is brought to the table. Prawns, lobster au gratin, mutton pie, French beans, mushrooms in cream, damson tart, and almond tart.

“Your curse demands being impregnated?” I fear that my doubts are too deep to say the words calmly, but it is a ludicrous claim. “I know curses are as rare as hen’s teeth since the Queens’ Treaty, but that one seems odd. Is she . . . in need of rest? Grief can be difficult for gentle constitutions.”

“My mother? Gentle?” Isabeau gives me a look of admonishment. Then she seems to think about where and why we are here. “I apologize. I should not be burdening you with my troubles in your time of grief.”

Once the dinner guests begin filling their plates, I whisper back to her, “We are friends. You may speak freely.”

“She insists a dire fate will befall me if I fail,” Isabeau confesses.

“Don’t all mothers think it’s a dire fate to lack a child? Or perhaps she is speaking from her own loneliness now that her beloved is gone?”

Isabeau offers a weak smile. “How are you faring? Is there anything I can do to ease your grief or . . .”

“Promise me that you will be careful with your own safety,” I blurt out.

She pauses. “Gabrielle? Love?”

“He died in Brimmond Wood,” I confess. “He died in the wood, and I was there with him.”

“How? Why?” Isabeau clutches my hand under the table. “You must let the Hunter handle these things. I will speak to Auntie Mor again about sending word to him.”

I make a noise and quickly hide my face in the hope that Isabeau thinks it was a sob or muffled grief sound. When I pull my hand away, I realize my mother is looking at us. She is still steadily weeping without a sound as she listens to the snippets of conversation that rise and fall, but a sliver of a smile graces her lips when she sees us. Without warning, I see that she stares at us as the queen has done, and this time, a flicker of hope for the future flares inside me.

Now is not the time, but as I hold Isabeau’s hand, I understand that there is something strengthening about finding the person who is your haven. My mother had that. She had a partner in this life, one she accepted even though she knew death would take him early and he chose her over his duty. He asked her to stop trying to carry babies because he would rather have her in this world than a son. Father chose her over duty. Mother chose him, knowing that she was destining her child to this duty.

I cannot give her back her heart, but I can find the monster who took her husband. I will find the beast and slaughter it for her.

I will protect her and Rylan, Father, I swear silently. I will sit here as you would have wanted, and then tomorrow I will resume my search for the creature.

And afterward, I will tell the truth to the woman who already holds my heart in the palm of her hand, who has held it for years, and maybe Isabeau will not reject me.


Chapter 15

“The Irish legends . . . circle, in general, round the mythus of the fairy, a bright and beautiful creation, only living for pleasure, music, and the dance, and rarely malignant or ill-natured, except when their dancing grounds are interfered with.”

—Ancient Legends, Mystic Charms, and Superstitions of Ireland by Lady Francesca Speranza Wilde [1887]

Being in the city as the Hunter feels different, freeing rather than oppressive. I did not wish for Father’s death—and if I could undo it, I would. His death wounds my mother and thrusts me into a fate I am not prepared to face. Yet I will not lie and say there are not freedoms that come with my duty. The Hunter’s mission is and has always been to capture, contain, or kill any faery who violates the Queens’ Treaty. I am going to make changes to how that’s done, changes that my father rejected.

At midday, I pull a hooded cloak over my dark day dress, twist a dark silken scarf over the lower half of my face, and set out for a quick patrol. The streets are surprisingly empty of civilians, but the Wächter has a greater presence, even under the steady rain. The water makes the paths slick and the ground boggy.

“Nolan.” I nod to the sergeant.

“My condolences on your father’s passing.” The sergeant doesn’t offer lengthy words or any such thing. He merely holds my gaze and says, “I have complete faith in you, Hunter. I had it before you were the one.”

“Are you married?” I ask.

“I am widowed.”

I pause to weigh my next words, as they are decidedly impolite. “Are you a skirt chaser, Nolan? Or fond of the drink?”

He scowls. “I am not, although I’m not sure why you are asking. Did you hear something that—”

“The monster in the wood killed two men before the Hunter. The first was a skirt chaser. We know little about the second man, but the most defining traits about the first were his drinking and carousing. However, it also killed the Hunter, and I know he was faithful. I suspect his death was because he cornered the beast.” I push away the rising images in my mind of my father holding his innards inside with a shaking hand. I have few memories of the man that are not surrounded by death of some sort, but I am determined to learn to think of those instead of the last ones I have.

After an awkward pause, Nolan says, “Are you asking if I’ll come to the woods, Hunter?”

“I’m asking if you think I ought to have only women soldiers on the task,” I admit. “All its victims are men so far. We thought it was because the first was a lecher who was fond of his drink. A strange man. Then the Hunter . . .” My frustration tinges my words as I ask, “How am I to figure out what it is if I cannot find better clues?”

“I don’t know, Hunter.”

“Me either.” I stare at him as he waits. The man is twice my age, but I am his commanding officer now. I am in command of all of them. “I don’t want to make mistakes.”

“If you’re alive, you will make missteps. He did, too. You forget that truth, Hunter, and the beast already’s won.” Nolan looks around the park after he speaks, and I follow his gaze.

It appears idyllic, and if I had my way, it would be. Faeries can’t resist the lure of nature, so green spaces are more frequently patrolled—as are wooded areas or fields—but we shouldn’t have to feel unsafe here.

“Do you want to lead the group I am moving to Brimmond Wood?” I ask.

“Aye. Good of you to ask.” He flashes a smile that feels like a good-natured laugh.

“If you think it’s unwise . . .”

“I think your father was a cautious man, and he’s dead. We owe him finding the monster that did it.” Nolan’s gruff voice draws a smile from me.

“That, I’ll do.”

“And I’ll help you,” Nolan adds.

I take in the empty streets and shuttered windows, but my gaze catches on the house directly across from us. Isabeau’s house. I can see her there, staring down at us, and a thrill goes through me at the thought of her watching what’s about to happen.

“Would you like one or two squadrons sent to assist you in the wood?” Nolan prompts, pulling my attention to the show of force about to happen.

“Two.” I flash a smile up at Isabeau before I say, “Shall we see who will lead them? Or do you want to pick your people? Maybe they’ll surprise us.”

“There’s always one young buck thinking he’s tough. It wasn’t me when the last Hunter came to meet us, but I was there. You being a woman and all . . . It has to happen. I almost feel for them,” Sergeant Nolan says in a low voice before he makes brief eye contact with the soldiers approaching us.

They stop as one directly in front of us.

“The Hunter.” Sergeant Nolan gestures at me as if in introduction.

I nod at them, but I keep my hood up. There are no nobles in the park, but I still value my privacy. I can feel the soldiers’ eyes assessing me, weighing me. Though many of them have met me over the years, and a few have even seen me nearly behead a faery recently, I still remember my father’s warning: “There’s always one who wants to test your strength before obeying. Let them. Word will spread after, but they can’t understand what it feels like. I cannot imagine you even can imagine how you’ll change.”

The one that volunteers to be my first fight ends up being a man easily my father’s age. He steps forward, and I wait. As he reaches me, the soldier shoots out a fist as if to punch me. The others watch.

I catch the man’s hand, step closer, and bend his elbow uncomfortably until he has to choose between a fractured elbow or landing prone on the ground. The whole process is a matter of a heartbeat. I, unlike every member of the squadron, don’t move at the speed of humans now.

It feels strange, as it’s only a couple of days now that I’ve felt these changes.

The second attack comes from one of the fittest men in the group. He charges forward, and when he is in reach, he lunges. I duck under his grip and grab his knee. I straighten, still holding his knee as I pull it to the side and upward, flipping him two body lengths away from me.

He grunts, but he stands up and bobs his head in deference.

“I am faster than any person here,” I says in a level voice. “Stronger than any of you. If you would like to sustain more injuries, feel free to approach again.”

“You’re a noblewoman. Nobs don’t—”

“Well spotted!” a voice answers, and I am glad I didn’t state why I am faster and stronger, though I expect she ought to guess it after what she saw.

I glance to my side to find Isabeau no longer at the window, but here in the park. The way she stares at me has my heart racing far more than the brief show of force with the soldiers did.

“If you have more questions, I will answer them for you. Nolan has assignments.” I look at the few women in the group. One is trying not to smile; another simply laughs. Both are within a few years of my age, with muscle-hewn bodies, straight spines, and attentive gazes. “What is your name?”

“Anders,” the taller of the two women says.

“Lowell.” She has the darker skin of someone born in one of the southerly nations.

“Those two, Nolan. Twenty others. Two squadrons. Twelve-hour shifts. I will draft plans. Keep in mind what I said. Warn them.”

As the soldiers leave, I turn to do the same.

“Truly?” Isabeau speeds up so we are again side by side. She reaches as if to tug my hood back.

I catch her wrist. “Please do not place hands on me without my express permission. As you saw, it rarely goes well.”

“I have already touched far more delicate parts of you, love.” Isabeau stays where she is. “Join me for a meal or conversation or . . .”

“You are the most frustrating woman I have ever met.” I turn again to walk away. I am waiting for her to say the words, to overcome the Hunter’s magic that keeps people from figuring out the Hunter’s identity. I walk faster, trying to move us to a more private location.

She keeps pace.

We are several steps away when Isabeau says, “You are beauty in motion when you fight. I thought that the morning I saw you fight that faery. These soldiers were lucky to be allowed to fight you.”

“I simply had the leverage in that position,” I demur, although the awe in her voice makes me feel warm and joyous.

“Why were you fighting them?” she asks.

“Why do you think?” I brace myself for the statement, the outing, the very inevitable conclusion I have feared all these years. As we walk closer to the duke’s house, we have privacy enough for the truth to be less dangerous to speak. I made a promise to her father, but she saw me. Surely, she knows now what I am.

Finally Isabeau says, “Are you enlisting in the Wächter? I know they don’t accept nobles. Is that why you refuse me? Have you fallen into financial straits? That ruined dress . . . I should’ve insisted you take my dresses. I can have them couriered to you.”

Truly? That’s what she thinks? I stare at her in amazement. People accept the thinnest ruse, partly because of the magic that protects me, but I have to wonder if it’s also because they don’t want to accept the truth.

“I knew the last Hunter’s daughter,” I offer lightly. I am not technically lying; I do know my twin quite well. “I trained with the Hunter.”

I feel as if I am throwing the obvious in front of her, as if I can give her enough clues that she will overcome the magic protecting my anonymity. I want her to know, but I promised her father that I would not tell her while she is grieving.

“Why will you not look at me?” The duke’s voice sounds as frustrated as I feel, albeit for different reasons. “I will not tell others that you were trained to fight. You might recall that I was, as well.”

I let out a loud sigh. “I have been to plenty of house parties at Maudite Castle when we were much younger. You are adept enough with a blade.”

“Adept?”

“I won’t insult you or women by adding ‘for a woman’ or ‘for a noble.’” I scan the park as we walk. We look like a young couple out for a stroll. I wish that were the truth.

“You are saying you are better than me?” The duke moves to step in front of me.

Reflexively, my hand goes to a hilt under my walking cloak. “Don’t test me right now, Isa.”

“I like testing your boundaries, love.” Isabeau’s smile slides across her face like a sunrise on a dark morning. Slowly. Invitingly. “I can propose a solution, however. Simply accept the inevitability of us. Let me love you, Gabrielle, and the matter of your secret is resolved.”

Nothing is solved, but it still takes an absurd degree of restraint to not kiss her just then. “You are a menace. I ought not like you.”

“But you still do.”

“A negligible amount. So minuscule that it would take a pack of hounds to locate that smidgen of interest.”

“Liar.” Isabeau straightens. “Say yes, love. Admit you want to be in my arms, in my home, in my heart. It’s where you belong.”

“Do you ever give up?”

“On you? Never.” Isabeau pushes my hood back slightly as she reaches up to cup my cheek in her palm. Her thumb slides over the edge of my lip. “I have loved you before I understood the word. I suspect I loved you before I knew you existed.”

“You are absurd,” I object, but my heart fills with her adoration and I return it as fervently, although I do not know the words to say it as prettily as she does. What I know is that my beloved appreciates clarity, so I say, “I will offer this. If you find me at the Chathams when I am masked, and if you are particularly striking, and if you charm me, I might be convinced to dance with you.”

“I will be there.” Her eyes all but gleam in happiness.

I motion her forward. “First, though, I am insisting that you enter your home.”

“Alone?”

I laugh. “Yes, Isabeau. Alone.”

“What if the danger is inside the house? And you aren’t there to protect me, oh noble future soldier?” Isabeau teases, but something in the words pricks my pride.

“Do you doubt I could protect you?” I stare at her, feeling the twin desires to demonstrate just how capable I am and to beg Isabeau to think I am already enough.

The epiphany comes over me: I want Isabeau to find me irresistible as myself, not once she knows I am the Hunter. And I want her to still love me once she knows I am a weapon against monsters. I am difficult to love, and yet she persists in trying.

“No doubts at all,” Isabeau says. “The Wächter would be lucky to have you.”

“Isa?” I sound cautious, but I can’t help it. I need answers; I need assurances.

“Love?” she says in the same serious tone.

“When did you know I was me at the ball?”

The duke gives me such an adoring look that I know her answer before I hear her say, “I know your voice, love. I know the feel of you in my arms. I know the taste of you. By any name, under any mask, I know you, Gabrielle Fleuriste. When I asked you to dance, I knew who you were. I let you have your ruse, but . . .” She pauses and smiles in a fond way.

This time when she reaches out to push my scarf away from my lips and nose, I do not resist. I cannot. She has stolen my will, my heart, my words. And still she continues to seduce me with her words.

“I will always know you, Gabrielle,” Isabeau vows. “Your voice, your shape, your taste. The way your brow crinkles right here”—she traces a line in the center of my forehead—“when you are staring into one of your microscopes at some leaf or insect you gathered or reading something with which you don’t agree.”

I swallow hard against the urge to step closer.

“The way you suck in your cheeks when you are holding back words . . .” Isabeau runs the same finger over the line of my cheek. She pauses and then traces it over my lips as a sigh escapes me. “The way you sigh just like that when you can’t decide whether to kiss or correct me.”

“Isa—”

“Yes?” Isabeau taps my lips gently. “Shall I tell you which I prefer?”

“I already know.” I step out of reach. It’s either that or I am going to follow her inside and kiss her until we are senseless. “Find me at the Chatham Ball tomorrow, please.”

“And when I find you? Will you stop pretending there is no future between us?” Isabeau’s voice sounds less confident in the moment, and that weakens any lingering resolve I have. She deserves the whole truth. If she still wants me, if knowing the truth of my duty doesn’t end her interest, I cannot keep refusing her.

“Perhaps.” My voice sounds too rough when I admit, “I have things I must tell you, and I fear it will change everything.”

“It won’t. Nothing can—”

“Hush.” I pivot before I can confess why I have been refusing the possibility of us. Over my shoulder I say, “At the least you may have a kiss. Or several. That much, I can offer you. Once I can tell you why, we will see if you still want a future with me.”

“I will,” she insists.

I meet her eyes. “I hope so, Isa. I truly do, but please know that I already forgive you if you change your mind.”


Chapter 16

“I saw the gentry on the strand (at Lower Rosses Point) about forty years ago. It was afternoon. I first saw one of them like an officer pointing at me what seemed a sword; and when I got on the Greenlands I saw a great company of gentry, like soldiers, in red, laughing and shouting.”

—The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries by W.Y. Evans-Wentz [1911]

Once Isabeau has gone, I pull my scarf around the lower half of my face and over my head—hiding my hair—and resume patrolling. As I stalk through the park, I think about the creature that attacked me. Did it leave a clue? I was shaken by the way it spoke, but now I am haunted that I failed the memory of the already dead men when I did not scour the earth for evidence.

I know only that this is an unknown faery, not how to kill it or where to find it.

And I know that it travels so quickly that it was able to come here to Regina Centrum and attack me within a few short hours of dealing my father a death blow. Knowing what it has done still gives me no idea where to find it or how it travels so quickly.

My attention falls to the river.

Did it travel from here to Brimmond by way of rushing water?

I follow the walking path through the park, intending to check there again. Only a few minutes pass before I see the two women from the Wächter finishing a patrol in the same place I am headed.

“Fleuriste,” the shorter woman says.

“Anders. Lowell. Can I help you?” Even with my face hidden, I scan the area for anyone who might overhear us. All I see are manicured paths, carefully kept shrubs and flower beds, and expanses of grass upon which young families can picnic safely. On the far side, the river burbles with flashes of reflected sunlight.

And monsters. I cannot see them just now, but all of Alveus knows they lurk in wait.

Under the surface of every river are monsters. Even if they aren’t the ones I seek, I cannot forget that they lie in wait. I look at the two women. Anders is pretty in the way that says that she likely has dates awaiting her at every chance. Lowell is more sedate, and I suspect that she is quietly judging everything she sees. It’s a skill that will serve her well if she hopes to survive as a soldier.

“Where would you like us quartered when we arrive?” Anders asks, pulling my mind to practical and immediate questions. She explains, “We depart soon; our contingent of soldiers is assembled. Where are we to bunk down? In Fleuriste? Nearer the Maudite estate?”

I smother a sigh at the increasing need to update Isabeau about my sacred duty. One more day, maybe two; surely I can have that! I blurt out, “Not Maudite.”

“Fine,” Anders agrees. “Where, then?”

My eyes catch on a flash of a tail in the river as I say, “There is an unused barracks near the Dancing Goose in the village of Fleuriste. When you arrive in the village, tell the innkeeper—Girard—that the Hunter sent you. Girard will walk you over with the key to the building, and he will provide provisions until you have the larder stocked. He’s trustworthy.”

It seems a small word, but the feeling behind it is deep. I do trust him. I trust him with my secret, trusted him with my body, and I have no doubt he’ll provide for the soldiers. A part of me wishes I could’ve trusted him with my heart, that I was made differently, but he will make a fine husband for someone else.

“We’ll reach the village before nightfall, and we can start patrols by morning.” Lowell pitches her voice lower as a couple walks past us. “Does the duke not know . . . ?”

“Who I am? No. I have not yet told the new duke that I’m the Hunter.” I don’t add that I think she ought to have at least guessed it, but the thought crosses my mind. Again. Isabeau sees only the person who is a noblewoman, not the killer of monsters. She seems to have no idea of my duty to Alveus.

“Not that we’re questioning your choices, Hunter,” Anders hurriedly adds. “I don’t want to misstep and speak a truth that will result in losing my tongue.”

“Understandable. You can speak freely in the village. Everyone there knows, and Maudite will know. Soon, I expect. However, her father recently passed.” I watch a young couple lean their heads together as they stroll. They are oblivious of the dangers that lurk in the water near them, and I wonder if the gleaming tail I saw a few moments ago is that of a long-gone threat, or if it lurks still. Most citizens will never see a faery, or if they do, it’ll be the small faery animals that pose no threat.

“Maudite needs time to mourn,” I tell the soldiers.

“Your father passed more recently, but you’re here.” Lowell glances at her companion before hurriedly adding, “Respectfully.”

“I am the Hunter. The expectations are different. I am allowing the duke time to grieve before she must contemplate vile deeds and dead men in the woods.” I glance over at a splash in the water. “I promised her father.”

“Yes, m’lord . . . m’lady . . . Hunter. Sir.” Anders bows. “I don’t know the right term for you. The last Hunter was a man.”

“They’ve all been men, haven’t they?” I muse. Though I intend to make changes, this change is not one I chose. Not really. It simply is a reality. “I am not sure of the terms to address me either. We don’t need the whole of the peerage to know that the Hunter is a woman, do we? We’ll figure it out as we go. I’m less interested in titles and more interested in finding the faery murdering men in the Brimmond Wood.”

“Fair enough.” Lowell nods. She glances at the couple, who instinctively move away from the water when the tail breaks the surface again. I suspect some people are more attuned to threats than others are. “Should the queen ask for an emissary to go talk to the evil queen, I’ll go with you.”

I startle at the thought. Going to Faery? The idea sounds terrifying—and extremely unnecessary. I can think of no reason to go there, to surround myself with the monsters banned from our world.

“Plenty of us would volunteer to go with you,” Anders adds.

“I don’t imagine it’ll come to that,” I say with a slight grimace they can’t see behind my face covering. “Nor do I think the faery queen is rightly evil. No good can come of dealing with faeries.”

A cry startles all of us before I can add that the faeries aren’t properly evil, simply not used to the same ideas of right and wrong. They can’t be, although the temptation to think that is there. If they were evil, I’d have no guilt when I must end their lives.

Anders and Lowell are already in motion toward the cry.

I follow, passing them in a heartbeat. Now that I’m the Hunter, I am faster than them, but there is comfort in having them follow me. This is one of the things I will change as Hunter—why should it be one person against the monsters? Why not permanently station soldiers nearby to aid me? Why not train them in Brimmond Wood and send them to the city with more experience?

A second wavering scream rings out.

I speed up, racing through the park until I see Emma Iversson crumpled on the ground, unbloodied.

“Lady Emma,” I say hesitantly, peering around in expectation of seeing a body or at the least a severed head.

All I see is her, breathing too rapidly, chest heaving like an agitated animal’s with each inhalation. Her blush-hued gown gives her cheeks a rosy shade, and her golden hair is lovely in the watery sunlight. Her hair is slightly mussed, and her breathing is irregular, but she looks otherwise unharmed. No faery blood marks her person or the ground. I cannot fathom why she screamed so loudly. Could it have been a serpent? A turned ankle? The tips of an Aughiska’s mane flashing in the current? The creature whose tail I saw?

Emma stares at me, hand covering her décolletage. “Why are you here?”

“You screamed.” My hand goes to my face covering to be sure I’m hidden as well as can be, although she seems not to recognize me.

“I did scream.” She dabs at the corners of her seemingly dry eyes. “I was horrified.”

I still cannot see any threat, even as my mind continues to list a catalog of dangers. The mundane does not vanish simply because I hunt a killer of men. I debate telling her that I need to know what she saw, but do I want to reveal my identity to her?

Anders catches up then and, without a word, extends a hand to Emma. As Emma ripples to her feet like some half-dressed Bird of Paradise leaving her abbey, I notice the furrows in her gown. Three diagonal cuts mar the pale-pink fabric. I grab her gown and drop to my knees to stare at the marks.

The edges are jagged, hesitant cut patterns, and I tilt it to check for any blood.

“Get up,” she orders. “People will think you are being inappropriate, or worse, proposing.”

“That’s worse?” Lowell says from where she now stands side by side with Anders. “Nobs are weird.”

I withdraw a knife and sever the silk, leaving Emma in her petticoat and chemise. “Cloak.”

Lowell pulls hers off and drapes it over Emma’s shoulders.

“You can’t just slice my dress! My modiste can—”

“What attacked you?” Anders interrupts. “Visual details? Scent? Anything?”

“Are you a soldier?” Emma asks me. “I thought you were a noble with her lovers, but . . . you’re a soldier? How ghastly!”

I want to apologize for Emma’s words, but Anders and Lowell both look like they may start laughing. “Ghastly,” Lowell mouths.

I take the section of dress and hold it up to the light. “The claw marks are different in fabric than in flesh. See how they are uneven here?” I fold the material to carry away and order, “Hold out your hands.”

Emma does so, and I dump finely ground salt crystals over her hands and wrists.

“Did it touch you anywhere else?” I prompt.

“What?”

“Shoulder? Limbs? Belly?” I glance at the two soldiers. “Back to her, please.”

They turn, and I shove Emma’s borrowed cloak aside. “No faery blood anywhere. The inner layers aren’t torn. This is unlikely to be the Beast of Brimmond.”

“It most certainly was,” Emma huffs at me. “That beast. I need the Hunter.”

“I am the Hunter,” I snap.

“She’s too old to be snatched for a changeling,” Ander muses, back still to us. “What is the plan here?”

Emma gapes, her mouth open like a suffocating animal, glaring at me.

“I am not old,” Emma finally says, snatching my scarf away in an unexpected burst of rage. “You! Fleuriste! You’re just jealous because the duke will be marrying me soon after you tried to lure her away. You’ll regret this when—”

“Escort her to the physician in case there are injuries,” I say, stepping away from her.

“Of course, m’lady,” Anders says.

I pause, feeling a burst of regret that this moment is happening. “Emma, I need you to understand that the penalty for naming me as Hunter is the loss of your tongue. Whether or not you are the next duchess, that is the Queen’s Law.”

“You . . . you’re actually the Hunter?” Her gaze darts at Anders and then at Lowell. “They know, so—”

“Yes. The Wächter know.” I tug my scarf over my mouth and nose again. “Telling anyone else will cost your tongue. I’ve seen it, Emma. The screams, the pain, the scent of burning flesh . . . I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”

“Maudite would protect me.” Emma’s voice wavers, though.

“Not even a duke overrules the laws around the Hunter,” I point out more harshly than I’d like. I take a steadying breath and tell the soldiers, “Give us a moment.”

I wait until the two Wächter soldiers move away. Then I hold Emma’s gaze. “Were you actually attacked, Emma? Or was this a ruse?”

Her chin lifts, and she insists, “I was attacked.”

I still have my doubts. Faeries don’t attack during the day. The monster has not attacked anyone other than men—and me. I try again. “Did you think Isabeau was the Hunter?”

Emma looks away. “Her curse is a lie. Hardly anyone gets cursed since the treaty. Her ‘curse’ is a ruse. She’s hunting monsters. Why else would she suddenly become cursed when her father dies?”

“Except Isabeau is not the Hunter,” I say softly, although I have more questions about the curse than I want to admit. Isabeau’s curse raises a lot of questions for me, but I know that she’s not the Hunter. I am. So what’s the real explanation for her curse? Is it even an actual curse? The stray thought crosses my mind that the dowager duchess is drugging Isabeau to keep her from carousing or otherwise behaving in ways that upset the older woman. That’s not a discussion to have with Emma. “Maudite is not the Hunter. I am.”

“But . . .” Emma’s lovely face crinkles into a frown. “I had planned to be a duchess, but I guess I could be a countess.” Her gaze turns assessing, sweeping over me like she’s trying to guess the depth of my coffers. “You are the earl now, I presume?”

“I am, but—”

“You’re pretty enough with some guidance.” Emma nods. “You may court me.”

This time, I’m the one who’s speechless. I manage to say, “Anders? Lowell? Lady Iversson is ready to . . . She needs an escort to the physician.”

Then I turn and all but flee. As I march off, I shove away Emma’s absurd remarks on courting and focus on what this attack means for the monster I hunt. If she was actually attacked, when the Beast of Brimmond attacks women, it does not kill them; however, it brutally attacks and drains men. Why?

Or this is something else? logic asks.

Or she lies, my doubts whisper.

I need to find the Beast of Brimmond and stop it, and possibly a second monster here in the park. I need more information on Isabeau’s curse. I see no way that she could’ve been cursed by the beast, but perhaps there are things I do not yet know. The pieces are adding up to a less clear image the more I gather. I need clarity, and this latest event is the opposite.


Chapter 17

“Among those forest-beings of whom legend speaks such malice none is more relentless than the Korrigan, who has power to enmesh the heart of the most constant swain and doom him to perish miserably for love of her.”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

Once the two Wächter soldiers are on their way out of the park with Emma—who pauses to wave at me flirtatiously—I make my way to the palace. Although I have a small laboratory at the town house in the city, I need to access the archive.

I approach the gates of the palace, identify myself, and carry on. No words beyond basic exchanges pass between the palace guards and me. I welcome the silence as I make my way into the labyrinthine hallways of the palace. I need answers, and I am feeling increasingly alarmed by my inability to find any facsimile of them.

“Her Majesty is in with advisers,” an attendant in the queen’s livery says, catching up to me as I stalk toward the small door beside the main library door. Unlike the carved, elegant library doors, this entrance looks like nothing more than a panel in the wall. Now that I am the Hunter, I have the magic to press my hand there and whisper a word to make it open. In the past, I could only access the room with Father’s accompaniment or the application of an old-fashioned key that the queen herself carries. It feels wrong to be able to open the door on my own, wrong for Father to be dead, wrong to be the person carrying the burden of this mystery—and yet it is the destiny I’ve expected my whole life.

I splay my fingers over the silken panel sewn onto the wall and mouth the word so quietly I’m unsure if there is actual sound escaping my lips. The word itself is a strange sibilant sound that, like many of the Hunter’s words, is not in the language spoken by anyone else in Alveus. Or on the continent.

The attendant steps back as the door lets out a click when the locking mechanism turns. He stares at me as if surprised that it opened for me.

“The Hunter is dead?” he asks.

Though word was passed to the nobility, I realize that news of the Earl of Fleuriste’s passing has not been sent officially to the soldiers or palace guards. Was that something I was to do? Was there an official presentation of the Hunter I failed to complete? My attention has been on the monster and my father’s death, not on formalities.

“My father has passed. I am the Hunter.” I clear my suddenly dry throat before adding, “I have matters to investigate, but I will see Her Majesty before I leave the palace.”

Then I step inside and pull the door closed behind me, leaving the gaping man outside. I am the Earl of Fleuriste now, but the title means less to me than the other weightier one I must carry.

I am the Hunter.

That title is the one that defines me, shapes my days and my future. Being the earl is a small measure, a minor thing. Being head of my family means adding to the weights I already carry, and idly I think it would be good to have a wife to share that responsibility.

How do I watch over Mother? Over Rylan?

How do I manage the family’s holdings?

Adjudicate disputes in the village?

All the tasks that were Father’s—as well as hunting—will fall to me.

I again shove my fears and thoughts aside to focus on research. My microscopy so far has revealed little, so it is past the time to consider comparisons within the archive. Failing that, I will need to ask the queen to summon a court liaison to the gate to discuss what faeries have left their land and come here to Alveus. One way or another, I’ll find the killer, and after that, I can focus on my duties as Earl of Fleuriste.

I pull out the fabric from Emma’s dress and my notes, and I start to look at the items available here for comparison. The dilemma is that I don’t think that a monster attacked Emma. Faeries don’t hunt in full daylight. If she’s lying, it misleads me. If she’s honest, there are other issues.

On the back wall are a series of weapons forged in Faerie. A bronze rapier, a silver-coated, two-handed sword, several daggers of some metal not seen in Alveus or—to the best of my knowledge—anywhere in the known world. Armor, both chest plates and pieces for arms and legs, rests on hooks. All of that is interesting, but the items I need are the casts of wounds.

“Not teeth.” I examine the impressions of incisors and blunt teeth. I cannot see how even the longest sample incisors could be responsible for beheading a man. “Unless someone is using one as a sword? Could they mount a tooth on a hilt? Why?”

My own encounter with the beast tells me that its teeth are not long enough, and I saw no blade hefted in hand. Teeth are not the right weapon. I turn, then, to the mounted fist impressions of varying sizes. The hands of several creatures are webbed, and a few are massive. One has six forward-facing fingers rather than the normal four forward facing that humans—and the most humanlike faeries—have. “Not fists.”

The thought of something simply swiping the head off a man is not impossible. I think about the spiraling claws, but the cut from such oddly twisted things would not be smooth or straight. I picture them and think it would be more likely to tear—but tearing leaves a different skin pattern than slicing.

I turn then to study the weapon prints. The wounds I’ve seen were as if one strong blow had severed almost the entire head of the victims. That seems to indicate weapons. And the beast was strong—I felt that myself. A sharp blade in a strong creature’s hand could do the damage I’ve seen, but I’m not sure that clawed beasts would use blades. That’s the best guess I have, though.

The plaster casts show each blade line, varying thicknesses, and lengths, but this is still not illuminating. The casts don’t highlight the strength of the blade’s wielder. At best, they show width and length of the weapon.

Frustrated yet again by the lack of new information, I make my way to the microscopes and boxes of samples that line several drawers. In these samples are venom, thin hairs, fur, scales, saliva, and even blood sections from several dozen faery species. Though I haven’t brought the samples from the murder sites, I have stared at them long enough that I know what they look like. Unlike a lot of things tied to faery beasts, wherein the contaminants were green, some of the taints left behind from this creature are a hue of purple leaning toward black.

Over the next hour, I slide sample after sample under the lens, make note of the lack of match, and then note it on a piece of paper I’ve brought in my pocket. The purple appears to be faery blood with an additive, as if the faery who bled was contaminated with something.

“What causes that change in the blood?” I ask myself aloud.

The soft clatter of lenses adjusting, samples sliding across platforms, and drawers opening and closing is regularly interrupted by the scratch of my pen tip on the paper. The work, as always, is immersive. The results, unfortunately, are not encouraging.

“Any clues?” The queen’s voice startles me, and I turn with a hand already on my hilt.

Morag’s attention drops to the weapon I quickly release.

“Your Majesty.” I stumble to my feet too slow, curtsy, and face her. “I’d not heard the door open.”

“I came through the passages.” Queen Morag gestures toward the east wall, where a curtain hangs.

Beyond that curtain is a network of hidden passages that can lead to the door into the queen’s rooms, or to another tunnel through which one can wend her way under Regina Centrum. The passages have only one maid assigned to their cleaning, so no one else on staff knows of the route or the access points. Aside from that maid, the only one who could startle me here is the queen.

Yet startled I am. “I saw Isabeau earlier. I heard you mention the curse . . . when she was at the vow ceremony,” I begin.

“I am aware.”

“Is she actually cursed?” I watch the queen’s expression grow even more placid.

Whatever she knows, she’s not sharing.

“I want to help her. I care deeply for her,” I say. “Did the monster that’s killing men curse her? Is that a clue? Does it kill some victims and curse others?”

“No.”

“No to which?”

“You are misunderstanding the evidence,” the queen says in a low voice, even though we are the only people in the room.

“Are there creatures not in the Hunter’s journals? Not listed in the archive?”

“I would suspect so. I do not visit their lands, but I know that a great many faeries are banned from our world. In truth, we do not enforce it as much as perhaps we should.”

The queen walks over to a small window that is not visible from the street. The angle is such that someone in the archive can stare into the city, but no angle will allow a citizen on the street to see into the archive. It’s not citizens we want to prevent, though, is it? I’ve thought about all the faeries that live in Alveus. I still have no species that is the clear suspect.

“Are there dangerous faeries you know are hidden in the city?” I ask. “I am trying to ascertain if the killer is something recently arrived from Faerie, or if it was already here.”

The queen spears me with a look. “You have so many questions I cannot answer.”

“Cannot? You have secrets then,” I clarify.

“The nature of being a queen, I fear. Ask direct questions, Hunter. I will never lie to you.” Queen Morag looks like she wants to share more words.

I have no idea what questions to ask, so I settle on the most direct one. “Do you know what’s killing men?”

“Something that sees them as trespassers. Something that will need to be killed or sent back to Faerie, and it will need to be done quickly, Hunter, or things will unravel for us all.” The queen glances away from the window, meeting my gaze.

I swear she’s trying to tell me more than I can hear in her words. “What will unravel?”

“Accords that predate your life, Gabrielle. Peace between our kinds is fragile, and this violence will endanger it. You will have a solution if I can get an accord.”

The full weight of her admission hits me. “You already know what’s killing men. Show me some clue or direction.” I spin around the archive, hefting samples, casts, and weapons. “This? Or this? Or maybe this?”

Her expression is unchanging. She neither nods nor gestures. “I know a great many things I cannot say.”

“Pick something up. Show me.”

“That is not a direct question.” The queen turns her back to me. “You are the Hunter now, Gabrielle. You will learn that not all truths we know are ones we share with the world.”

“Tell me where to find the monster.” I take a step closer to the queen. “People are dying. My father died.”

“I have ordered announcements sent to the local villages banning all travel within Brimmond Wood. I have also sent a message to Faerie.” The queen sounds as if she’s being helpful, but it feels as if politics outweigh the safety of Alveus. Her political machinations are not helpful, not in finding real solutions.

“That’s not enough.” I snarl the words. “People will continue to die. Emma Iversson was attacked today. I have been attacked twice. Three men dead. My father is one of the dead.”

“Then find the beast, Hunter.” Morag shrugs slightly. “What more can I do?”

“What more . . . Surely, you jest!” I let out a noise that is half anger and half shock. “You could tell me what the beast is, where it is, what its weakness is. You’re withholding clues that I can use, clues that will let me save lives, Your Majesty.”

Instead, the queen glides toward the curtained passageway. “I believe the Chathams are hosting the Hunter. You should depart soon.”

I take another step toward her, hand raising, but I’m not certain how much freedom I truly have. Touching her is treason, and if I am imprisoned, who will stop the Beast of Brimmond?

“My duty is to protect all of Alveus, protect your empire, so why would you withhold answers?” I ask in a raw voice.

The queen glances back at me. “Even queens must follow treaties and rules. Do you think, truly think, that the faeries would not craft holes in the treaty?”

“I know they did. That’s why I exist,” I say softly. I am, in truth, a living loophole for them. “If they break the treaty, I exist to stop them. If they ever intended to adhere to it, there would be no need for a Hunter.”

“Indeed. And if you exist, so, too, must we know other things exist, Hunter. You will resolve this. I believe in that. I believe in you, Gabrielle. My hands, however, are tied.”

“So there’s something here like me? But working for them?” I ask.

Queen Morag smiles in a way that feels like an answer. Then she pushes the curtain aside and leaves me alone in the archive to puzzle out what would make the queen unable to share answers with her own Hunter.

Only one person could force Queen Morag’s obedience. Queen Gloriana, ruler of the Faeries for centuries, cocreator of the original Queens’ Treaty. My first duty as Hunter is, apparently, to stop a beast protected by the queen of faeries . . . and I have no idea how to do so.


Chapter 18

“Pookas are black-featured fellows mounted on good horses; and are horse-dealers.”

—The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries by W.Y. Evans-Wentz [1911]

My mind is a jumble that does not improve when I return to our home in the city. I am barely inside the door when Mother bars my path, stopping me. She steps up to me, her cane extended to the side like a barricade, folds her arms, and stares at me. I take her in, noticing that her dress is draped in a long black cloak, and I realize that she needs more mourning clothes, as she’s having to layer black fabric awkwardly over her gowns.

“I need to return to the manor at once,” she says. “I am done with the city. I must go home.”

“No. You are safer here in the city.” I am curt, but of all the things that feel out of my reach to manage, this one I think I can accomplish. I must keep her safe; the only thing I can still do for my murdered father is to protect his widow. “The beast kills there, not here. There were no deaths by the creature in the city, and so I think—”

“Is that an order?” Mother stares at me in a way that makes my stomach roil like I’ve eaten bad meat.

“I can have the seamstress come and see to proper mourning garb,” I offer in a softer tone. “There is no need to travel to—”

“Nothing here smells of him.” Mother wrings her hands and whispers, “At home the sheets, his clothing . . .” Her words get lost in a sob, and she leans toward me. “My bed there still smells of him. Here? Nothing. He hated the city. I want to go home.”

“I am sorry.” I take her weight against me, holding her upright as she collapses in sobs. “I wish he could be here for you.”

“All I have left of him is the scent, and it will fade.” Her words are garbled against me. “I need to go home before it’s gone, too.”

My shoulders sag at the grief in her voice. She’s been patient, and at first, I think I believed she would be fine. Many people adapt when their spouse dies, but theirs was a love match. Her grief is larger than I noticed until this moment.

“I will send the Wächter to accompany you.” I motion for Clarissa to bring me a notepad. “I will get a message to them, and they will escort you. Several soldiers can garrison there, too.”

“We have our regular—”

“The beast killed Father, after it left a body at the manor.” I watch her face blanch as I speak, but there is no option beyond directness. “I will send soldiers.”

“The beast only has killed men,” she objects, voice softer now.

“In the park today, it attacked a woman.” I meet her gaze. “It has attacked me twice, Mother.”

“It . . . ?”

“Attacked me,” I say. “I am fine, Mother. I didn’t mention it, but I thought it was simply because I was the next in line to be Hunter. Then it attacked Emma Iversson today.”

“Is she well?” Mother’s hand goes to her throat.

“The beast tore her gown.” I pause. “Truthfully, I am not convinced that she was truly attacked by the same beast, or possibly at all. She thought Isabeau was the Hunter, and I think she was seeking attention. I cannot be certain.”

“But it attacked you. The beast that killed your father?” my mother asks. “If it was targeting the next Hunter, your sister—”

“Will be guarded as truly as the queen,” I interject. “As will you. If you want to go to the manor, the Wächter soldiers will accompany you. If you want to leave the grounds of the manor, do not. If we return to the city, we will be escorted.”

“Gabrielle.” Mother frowns.

“There is nothing that matters more to me than keeping you and Ry safe. I will find the beast, but until I do, the Wächter will patrol Brimmond Wood. They were already going to garrison at Fleuriste . . . but I can station a contingent at the manor. Or”—I hold up a hand to pause whatever objection is coming—“you will stay here. I gave my word to Father that I would keep you and Ry safe.”

For a moment, I think she will continue to object, but she gives me a fond smile. “You are already adopting the Hunter’s less-appealing traits, Gabrielle. Even when you are controlling, I will still love you—and I will forgive you, just as I forgave your father.” Mother pats my cheek like I am a small child. “I will tell your sister to be ready to depart immediately.”

The urge to go with them to Fleuriste Manor wars with the need to attend the Chatham Ball. The Wächter will guard my family well. Of that I am certain. My heart wants to leave the city, to protect my mother and sister, but I feel magic compelling me to stay.

I scribble a note to Nolan hastily and send it off with a guard I motion to me when I step outside. I stand there, pen and a second piece of paper still in hand, and weigh the possibility of sending my regrets to the Chathams. While the illusions that protect the Hunter exist, the tradeoff for that is that Queen Morag I—predecessor of our current queen—dictated that when the Hunter was said to be in attendance, the Hunter would be there. Father thought it a foolish conceit, and I agreed, but after my brief exchange with the current queen at the archive, I now begin to wonder if there is more magic afoot in Alveus than I’ve ever realized.

Moments pass while I’m still standing with paper in hand, wrinkling it in my fist, when Nolan is already shown into the house.

“Hunter. I was near. So . . .” He bobs his head in a respectful bow, as if reminding me that I am his commanding officer.

Wächter soldiers serve the queen, but they are also the Hunter’s army if we call upon them. My father rarely did, but I am not as much a solitary person as he was.

“The countess and my sister will be traveling through Brimmond Wood.” I keep my voice low. “I need to know that your soldiers understand their importance.”

“They know, and I’ll be with them on the trip.” Nolan gives me a solemn look. “I won’t let a thing happen to your mum or sister. My word on it.”

I trust him. I always have, though our conversations have been fleeting and often impersonal. I feel like I have his measure. “Are you sure you are safe? Neither a drinker nor a man about town.”

He guffaws. “Hunter, I am too old to be looking for anything but a good night’s sleep anymore. I read a bit. Sometimes, I have a larger than usual slice of a good pie, but . . . my worst vice is more berries than a man rightly needs when summer rolls by.”

“And the others?”

“Mostly lasses. Cranshaw is the only other man. He wants to earn your praise after you tossed him on his arse in the park.” Nolan nods as if to himself. “The man swears he has no vices that will make a risk, and of course, both Lowell and Anders have vetted all the rest. Good soldiers, they are.”

“Anders and Lowell told you about the woman in the park?”

“They did. Two attacks on you, one on another nob, and then three men murdered,” Nolan summarizes.

“Two attacks on the Hunter-in-Training, one Hunter murdered—I feel like it knows what we are and targets us. I should send my regrets to the Chathams and come along,” I mutter. “These obligations irritated my father, and I’m starting to see why. I have no interest in soirees. I have work to do. Damn the magic that makes me unable to ignore this summons.”

“You’ll be heading back to the forest tomorrow, won’t you?” Nolan stares at me in silence, then says, “Sometimes the hardest thing about commanding troops is trusting them to do what they must. I’ve been there. If you don’t trust them, trust in me, Hunter. I’d lay down my life for your family.”

I nod. “I know . . . and I do trust you. I fear I’m not ready for this, Nolan, not the title and not the rest.”

“Fair enough.” He doesn’t press me to say things will be fine, and I like him a little extra for it. There are no guarantees that anything will work out as we hope.

“Rylan is the next Hunter if I die. Guard her well. Get them home safely, and then . . .”

“We’ll do our jobs, Hunter. No need worrying about that.” Nolan claps my shoulder like he used to do with my father, then pauses as if he did something wrong.

So I clap my hand on his shoulder, though the gesture feels odd to make. He relaxes under my hand, and I think that this, at the least, I can manage. I trust him, and I can wait one last day to join them. “I’ll be there tomorrow.”

“We’ll have the convoy ready for the countess and your sister within the hour.” With those parting words, Nolan leaves.

I am less worried, knowing that my family will be in capable hands. I’d prefer that they stay here, but my mother and sister are adults, and I will not pretend that they are unaware of the threats that wait in the world. They may not have gone into the woods with Father as I did, but they saw his battered body time and again when he faced a monster that was stronger than what ought to be allowed through the gate.

Once this is all over, we are stationing guards in the wood, my fear announces.

I think of the queen and her secrets. Is this another such case? I need an accounting of what all side accords are in play if I am to do my duty. That, too, is on my growing list of tasks to manage.

By the time my mother and sister depart, I am alone in the house with Clarissa and a cook. The rest of the group travels to Fleuriste. Everyone wants to be there for Mother, and I cannot fault them for it. I will join them on the morrow.

At least I will see Isabeau one last time before I must spill my secrets to her. I want one small spot of heaven. Is that wrong? I am not shirking my duty as Hunter or daughter or earl. I want one small bite of joy to carry me along.

In my near-empty house, I stand in my room with a steel box that looks older than I care to know. I open it and look at the rings nestled inside. Two truths about faeries are that they cannot lie, nor can they stand the touch of cold iron or its by-product, steel. The touch of it breaks their magical glamours.

“What are those?” Clarissa asks.

“Hunter’s rings.” I hate the feel of them, but they’re a tool I should make use of now. The bands are golden, but the ornaments on top are all iron. Questions swirl in my mind: If the queen wouldn’t answer my questions, does that mean there are people within the court with glamours? Are there faeries in this world? Is the queen compromised in some way?

“Your dress,” Clarissa says, motioning to the heavy gray gown I must don.

I quickly slip a ring on each of my hands, on my smallest fingers. It leaves my thumb, first, ring, and middle finger naked, but if I am to brush against people, this feels like the most subtle option. It seems wrong, but if I am at a party surrounded by nobles . . . I am desperate for clues, and I don’t want to wait for a fourth dead man to get them.

Once I am dressed, Clarissa helps affix my mask, the same one I wore to the palace. I have a twinge of worry about whispers, since I left the dance with the cursed duke while wearing this, but my reputation is not my focus today.

“May I touch you with this?” I wiggle the finger with the ring.

“Of course.” Clarissa extends an arm.

I practice casually bumping against her with the ring a few times. “The trick seems to be brushing against wrists as I walk. Lower your arm.”

I practice a few more gestures before I depart and walk to the Chathams’ house.

As I join the swirl of dancing, mingling nobles, I keep tapping my rings against bare arms and wrists.

When I accept small sandwiches from servants, I do the same. My gaze clocks the crowd of people as I sip an aperitif. I cannot imagine how much I’d need to dance to try to check each noble—and doing it when they are masked does little to eliminate suspects. I need to be at the theater or the museum or an unmasked ball.

As I plot how to eliminate the nobles strategically, I listen to conversations rise and fall. Sometimes I think people forget that those around them can hear their words. Other times, I am certain they simply don’t care that they are rude.

“Did you hear? Both the duke and the earl? Dead. Chest complaints both.”

“Something wrong with the game over there? Were they poisoned?”

“Two commoners murdered over there, too,” a third, raspy voice joins in.

“No sons either one of them,” the first voice stresses. “All those women with plenty of money and no man to help them manage.”

A woman’s voice cuts in, “Since when do we need a man to manage our money?”

“A lot of deaths is all I’m saying,” the raspy voices rejoins.

I walk away from the group. Nothing they say brings any new clue or comfort to me. The weight of being the Hunter, of protecting my mother and sister, of fulfilling my duty, of telling Isabeau, of learning what truths the queen hides, of researching to understand Isabeau’s curse, of commanding soldiers . . . It all spins like unfamiliar words in my mind.

And I want to make it all pause.

Not stop.

Not quit.

Not fail.

I simply want to set aside the weights that are crushing me for a few scant hours. With a muffled expletive, I pull off the rings and shove them deep into the hidden pocket sewn into my gown. They clatter softly against a small, sheathed knife, because even at a ball, even in my mourning period, I am always armed.

I take another aperitif and drink it too fast to taste the bitterness. Then I ask another servant, “Wine? Something more numbing?”

And while I’m waiting for the young man to return, my thoughts falter as Isabeau appears and cuts through the crowd. My father’s rules for conduct in public call out loudly in my mind: Rule the first, ladies do not gallivant; rule the second, ladies do not place themselves in peril; rule the third—the most critical rule of all—ladies are delicate. Smile demurely. Flutter. Float.

Outside of society, the gallivanting, the peril, the delicacy are all the opposite of what I am to be. But knowing the rules is sometimes all that keeps me from giving in to wild impulses, and those impulses are even more prevalent when I see Isabeau. I wonder if that is exactly why my father disliked her. As the Hunter-in-Training, I was to obey him, not follow her. But as a girl, when I saw Isabeau, all sense of decorum vanished.

Now, as Isabeau stops in front of me, I sound anything but decorous as I ask, “May I help you?”

“Lords above, I hope so.” Isabeau blows out her breath loudly. “You must have mercy on me, Gabrielle.”

“So bold.” I lick my lips, thrilling at the way her gaze is now fixed on my mouth. Not even rich liquor has made me feel as brash and impulsive as Isabeau’s mere presence.

The servant is back with a glass of a clear liquid. I lift it to my lips and drink deeply, fascinated by the way it burns through my chest and toward my stomach. This is not an aperitif but something stronger.

“Auntie Mor knows I want to marry you,” Isabeau says baldly. “I told her.”

“Truly?”

Isabeau shrugs. “Truly. The first time I told her, we were still children.”

“And were you surprised she refused? Shocked not to be granted your every whim?” I try to keep my voice light, but my heart speeds at Isabeau’s audacity. No wonder everyone finds her alluring.

I should tell her about Emma, I think, but how do I do so without admitting I saw them at the palace?

Isabeau grips my chin, holding me in hand, forcing me to stare back at her as she proclaims, “Whim? Never once think my interest is a mere whim.”

I finish the drink, feeling uncommonly impetuous. “If we can agree on terms, perhaps we can remedy one of your complaints. A kiss perhaps?”

Isabeau pivots toward an alcove and grabs my wrist. “I have earned my kiss.”

“Your Grace!” I stumble as she tugs me after her, but I don’t resist. Laughter feels like a gift, and I am a stumbling, giggling mess as I try to keep up with her. “Your seduction skills are rather unusual.”

“Yet I believe they will gain me what I most desire eventually.” Isabeau moves close enough that her hand can glide over my hip. People surround us, but most eyes will not see. The duke whispers, “I desperately want to touch you, love.”

The queen said I must attend, not that I must stay, a wicked voice reminds me. I can no longer feel the compulsion of the magic that forced me here. I can leave now!

“Be careful what you offer, Your Grace.” My voice sounds like it belongs to a stranger, husky and full of an unfamiliar need. “Do you like that, too? Being touched?”

“I do, but most noblewomen do not—”

“You may notice that I am not quite the same as most noblewomen, Isabeau. Let us leave this place.” I walk quicker than her, even in my heavy dress, leading her outside. “My home is empty. My mother and sister left for the manor.”

We say nothing more as we hurry toward my town house, and I wish we could simply run. The distance is short, and my pace quickens. Isabeau manages to keep up with me, and I am thrilled that she can do so.

“What are you saying?” Isabeau catches my hips in her hands and holds me still before I can reach my door.

“I am saying that I had one lover who left me cold, and that I want you to . . . do what he couldn’t.” My cheeks are on fire, but I pull off my mask so she can see my face. “I leave to rejoin my family in the morning. I have tonight to audition for the role of mistress to the duke.”

“Come nightfall, I am insensible. The curse . . . I cannot stay awake when the sun sets.”

I glance at the sky. Tempted as I am to see whether she really is unconscious with the setting of the sun, today is not that day. I think back to whatever tonic she drank with the queen. There’s no love between Morag and the dowager duchess, but both women love Isabeau. Could they be working together to keep Isabeau from misbehaving at night? Is this “curse” simply an elaborate ruse because of her debauchery? I have questions I should pursue, but I also have a beautiful woman who wants to be in my arms.

I speak none of my questions.

“The sun is still high in the sky,” I point out. “That gives us several hours, Isabeau. Come into my home with me.”

“I want more than this,” Isabeau says. “I want to unwrap you, love. I want you, but . . . you’re breaking my heart. I want this to be our reunion, not merely a tryst.”

“Isa . . .”

“Please?” Standing in front of my house, Isabeau drops to her knees, still holding my hips in her hands. “You are everything I’m seeking, and you have given me no reason that we cannot be more. Let me court you. Let me marry you, love.”

“You would give up tonight when I am asking you to seduce me?” I bend down and kiss her, right there on the path outside my home. No mask on my face, no sense in my mind, I am dizzy with impatience. “The world is crushing me, and I want you to make me feel alive, Isabeau. No one else can. Only you.”

She swallows, and I see her resolve wavering.

“I will hear your offer once I can,” I promise. “I miss the way we talked and . . . I want to hear your explanations of the night sky, and tell you about my reading, and dance with you. I want to eat tarts that we steal from the kitchen and—”

My words end with a yip as Isabeau stands and kisses me.


Chapter 19

“In the district of Vannes is encountered a colossal spirit called Teus or Bugelnoz, who appears clothed in white between midnight and two in the morning. His office is to rescue victims from the devil, and should he spread his mouth over them they are secure from the Father of Evil.”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

I realize as I stumble through the front door of my home that the drink I took at the Chathams’ party was stronger than any wine I’ve sipped. My sense of order is missing, and I panic briefly. But inebriated or sober, I want Isabeau. I think I have wanted her as long as I have known her. My hand grips hers, and I pull her into my foyer.

Inside, Clarissa dips into a curtsy. “The house is empty, m’lady. I must run out for darning needles.” She sends a saucy smile at me and darts away.

“Darning needles?” Isabeau echoes.

I giggle. The excuse is ludicrous, but I’m grateful for it. “You are alone with me. That was what she said, Isa. If you intend to compromise me, now is the time.”

I stare at her, pleased and a little shocked by my own audacity. I can see why so many people enjoy alcohol. The liquor in the glass earlier sings in my body like it has burned away all my common sense and most of my fears.

Isabeau stares back at me oddly.

So I lean in and kiss the bottom of her chin. “Catch me, Your Grace, and you can have your kiss.”

Then I hike up my skirt into a bundle in my arms and run upstairs.

Isabeau follows me with a sort of familiar laughter that makes me think of running through the castle in our childhood and a sort of joy that I think I want to keep. She might be a cursed duke, a rakish woman, a moody person, but she’s also joy made flesh. I trust her. I always have.

She runs after me, longer legs making short work of my escape. When she catches up, she puts a hand on either side of me, crowding me against the wall. “I believe I was promised kisses, love.”

“So kiss me.”

“You owe me the kisses. Ante up.” There’s a vulnerable edge in her voice that’s always been there, as if she isn’t sure she can ask for affection. I want to erase it. I want her to understand that she is amazing to me.

I stare at her, and a part of me wants to burn the memory of every other woman from her mind. “First . . . remove the jacket . . . and the cravat.”

Slowly, she does as I demand.

My hand goes to her buttons, and at first, she doesn’t speak. Her attention is riveted as I unfasten her shirt and leave it gaping open. All that’s between me and her bare skin is the fabric of her stays. The small curve of her breasts is delectable, and I lean in and kiss her there.

“Not the kiss I was expecting,” she whispers.

I reach behind her and loosen the eyelet ribbon of her short stays. It’s barely boned, but when last I removed her shirt, she wore no stays at all. Her breath hitches as I loosen it enough to slip downward, where it catches on the top of her trousers. “What about this kiss?”

I gently kiss her nipple, suckling it until it hardens, and then repeat the gesture on the other side. “Beautiful Isabeau,” I murmur. “Was that the kiss you were hoping for?”

“No. Yes. Both,” she says shakily. “I fear I am greedy. I want all your kisses, love.”

I kiss her breasts, the curve of her shoulder, the column of her neck, and every so often the plump lips that part on shaking gasps and soft sounds.

“I’ve missed this part of our friendship,” I say quietly, feeling like anything louder than a whisper might break this magical moment. “The kissing part.”

She chuckles softly. “I have missed every part of you being in my life, Gabrielle.”

I lace my fingers through hers and lead her into my bedroom.

Isabeau looks at the bed that stands in the center of my room. She glances at me, and then back at it. “I have dreamed of this moment.”

“Me, too.”

“I thought you had to tell me some secret first?” she prompts.

Now that the moment is here, I simply don’t want to confess. I don’t want to end this moment with secrets and bleak truths. I am afraid she’ll be disgusted or laugh or . . . I can’t think of all the ways the truth could break this fragile beautiful thing between us. My fears threaten to swallow me alive.

“Give me today first.” This time, I’m the one who’s being greedy, and I know it. “Please?”

“Nothing can be so bad—”

“Isa, I want this with you, and I’m afraid if I . . . if I have to wait . . .”

She leans in and kisses my words away. When she pulls back, she says, “I want everything with you, no matter what secret you are afraid to share.” A bitter laugh slips out before she adds, “I am a cursed duke. I cannot see the stars ever again. Me, with my love of constellations . . . So I doubt that anything you are hiding can be so bad.”

“Can we not talk about secrets for just today? When I next see you alone, ask me. I will tell you everything.” I finish removing her stays and push her jacket and shirt off. They puddle on the floor, looking somehow scandalous there. “I swear.”

“I never could tell you no, love.”

Curious, I ask, “Do you want to?”

“No, that’s far from what I want right now.” She steers me toward the bed. “I won’t ask any questions.”

“I have some other kinds of questions,” I whisper, face turning red despite the alcohol I drank earlier. Aloud I muse, “I guess not all my fears were washed away. I need . . .”

“Anything.”

I admit, “I understand how men and women have relations. I tried that.”

She growls but says, “But?”

“How do we—how do women . . . obviously you can have sex because I hear about your conquests all the time. I’m not sure how.”

Gently, she says, “Most of my supposed conquests are no more than kisses and caresses.”

“Here?” I ask, stroking her breasts again.

“Some. Other places, too.” She directs me to the bed. “Dress on or off?”

“Off?” My voice quavers. I’m uneasy at the thought of being naked, but I’ve never trusted anyone as much as I trust Isabeau.

She quickly divests me of my dress, petticoat, and stays. When she starts to lift my chemise, I pause. “Do I need to be under the covers? In the naughty books, they always—”

“You read naughty books?” Her eyes widen, the spark of interest obvious. “What do you do when you read them?”

“Nothing. I feel . . . needs, but I don’t know what to . . . When I tried having someone fix it, it wasn’t like the books. Sex with him was simply sticky.”

Isabeau looks skyward as if she needs to control her temper or impulses, although she had nothing to drink. “You can be under the covers, but I’d rather you stretch out like a banquet for me.”

I pout at her. “I don’t know what that means, Isa.”

“Recline for me.” She motions to the bed.

As I do so, she removes her boots and stands there in nothing but breeches. She hesitates, but then decides to keep them on, apparently. She stretches out beside me. For a moment, she frowns. “I thought that you had scars on this arm.”

“Things change,” I say. “I’m older now.”

Isabeau pauses, and I don’t want her to guess what’s changed. “More kisses?” I ask.

“Always.” She kisses along the skin just under my ear. Then she whispers, “Do you trust me, love?”

“I do.”

Then she caresses the bare stretch of my arms, clear up to the edge of my chemise. With the hand not propping her up, she strokes me through my chemise. Gentle touches on my belly give way to fleeting touches along my breasts and hips.

In mere moments, I am lost in the way her hand and mouth are both everywhere and not yet scandalous. I relax into her touch, and time slips away. Eventually, when my body is twisting in search of something more, she takes my mouth in a deep kiss that has me parting my legs as if I’m about to have sex with a man.

Embarrassed, I start to close them until she grabs my thigh and says, “Keep them that way.”

“Why?”

She kisses me softly as she strokes inside my thigh with the very tips of her fingers. No one but her has touched me there, and as she does so now, I realize that my body feels . . . wet. Her hand trails higher, fingertips sliding across that wet place.

“Isa?”

“Trust me, love.”

“That feels magical,” I whisper. “Is this it? The sex?”

“The start of it. I can make it feel even better,” she offers. “Let me kiss you.”

I lean toward her, offering her my mouth, and she kisses me as her finger slides inside my body in time with her tongue in my mouth. I let out a surprised noise and pull back.

“Let me kiss you here,” she says, fingers darting across the wet part of my skin. “If you don’t like it, I will stop.”

I whisper, “I feel damp there.”

“That’s a good thing.” She strokes my leg. “I do, too. From touching you like this.”

I nod. “It’s normal?”

She chuckles. “Very, and I want to kiss you there if you’ll trust me. It’s like drinking ambrosia, love.”

“Oh.”

When she slides down the bed, I realize my chemise is bunched up around my hips, and she is facing the place she was touching. Then she leans closer and slides her tongue over my skin.

“Isabeau! That . . .”

She pauses. “Is it . . . pleasing?”

“Yes! More, please.”

This time, I feel her chuckling against my body, and I like that, too. I like everything she’s doing, and in mere moments, I feel so much more than in all the times I rutted with Girard. Soon, I feel like I’m chasing something that I thought was a myth. My hands flail, unsure of where to go, until I realize I can reach Isabeau’s head.

I twine my fingers in her hair, and somehow that encourages her to kiss me deeper. She doesn’t stop until the most unladylike noises escape my mouth. The world feels like it has been born in an explosion inside me, and I have never felt so content as in this moment.

Isabeau stares up at me with a happy smile.

“Thank you,” she says as she crawls up my body and kisses me before flopping onto my pillow and pulling me into her embrace. “If we were spilling secrets, I would tell you I’ve wanted to do that since we first kissed.”

I erupt into laughter. “If I knew that existed before today, I’d feel the same way.”

As we recline in our silence, I feel like I’ve carved away a small space to shelter my joys and dreams. The fears are not gone, rather they all rest at the door of the room. The monster still hunts. I am still unsure of how to find or stop it. I still worry over my mother and sister, and I still worry over Isabeau’s curse. Yet as I curl into her embrace, I feel lighter.

“My father did not die of heart complaints,” I whisper. “The beast in the forest killed him, as it killed the other men.”

“What?” Isabeau stares at me as if I’ve said the most outlandish thing. If only she knew the rest of the secrets I still hold inside!

“He died while he was traveling.” The words to add that he died while hunting the beast feel too raw still. They would lead to other things I know not how to admit.

“So that was why you were hidden away after the vows,” she muses.

“Yes.”

In a way it is true. I was hidden away because his death meant I became the Hunter. I know that’s not exactly what she means, but it’s close enough to the truth that I don’t feel like I’m lying to her.

“I tried to see you,” she says.

“I was indisposed,” I whisper.

“Why has the Hunter done nothing about this beast? Why has—”

“The Hunter sent soldiers to patrol,” I interrupt, perhaps too harshly. “The beast also attacked the Hunter.”

She stares at me, and again I think she is going to guess my secret. “I suppose your father knows the Hunter, too. My father did.” Isabeau sighs. “The queen could tell us. Our fathers could have.”

“Perhaps when our mourning ends, we will both know.” A tinge of guilt overwhelms me. I could tell her now. I should. I said I would when next I see her, but we are already sharing the edge of my secret.

Tell her, my guilt urges.

I fear that later she will judge me for not doing so, but in this precious moment, I don’t want to. I want only to enjoy this brief time we have stolen from our lives and burdens. I want to relax into this joy she has gifted me.

“The sun is dropping lower by the hour,” Isabeau says after a long silence. “Will you ride toward home tomorrow?”

“I think I could go this evening.”

Her embrace tightens. “I would prefer we ride together. Your father was attacked and killed, and I would be destroyed if I lost you so soon after having you in my arms again.”

I want to make light of her dramatic declaration, but a glance at her expression reminds me that she means that fully. She’s always been more emotional than people realize. Her intensity warms me, and I agree. “In the morning, then.” I pause. “Do you want to stay here?”

She shakes her head. “I do, but I will not. Once we are properly wed, I will. Forever in your arms if you will forgive the fact that I am as if dead when the sun rests.” She laughs in that bitter way I want to erase. “The duchess says I resemble a corpse when the curse takes me.”

“I am not afraid of corpses . . . as long as you don’t stink or draw insects like one,” I tease.

She goes still before laughing. “I forgot how shocking you can be, love.”

Primly, I retort, “No insects in my bed.” When her eyes widen again, I laugh and confess, “There is something rewarding in surprising the debauched duke.”

She sits up, eyes stormy, and declares, “You know I am only yours, Gabrielle. I will kiss or court no one else. From now until death, I belong to you and you alone.”

The seriousness of her declaration hits me like a vow. Apparently, being the Hunter means that promises made to me are as binding as promises I might make. I put my hand over her mouth to still any other words.

“I absolve you of your words,” I tell her. “Do not promise anything until after I share my secret. Please? You may change your mind.”

Isabeau takes my wrist and pulls my hand away. “Never, love. Never.”

I hope she’s honest. I want a future with love in it, and for the first time I think I may be able to have one. Unfortunately, for tonight, I still have a duty that outweighs the rest. “I need to travel home, Isa. My sister and mother have gone ahead with the soldiers. Perhaps I ought to leave now, as you will be resting soon.”

“Because my curse traps me here,” she adds with a sigh. “Go, then, so you do not travel alone.”

“Soon, I will see you, and we will talk of everything, including your curse.” I stretch up and kiss her once more before rolling away from her to dress. “There’s still light enough for me to catch up to the soldiers.”

Again, I am not wholly lying. I will catch up with them, although it might not be until I am inside Brimmond Wood or at Fleuriste Manor.

“That is safer,” Isabeau murmurs. “If I can’t be there to protect you, you should travel with them.”

In the next moment, the duke is a blur of action, helping me into my various layers. I check that the knife and rings are still in my pocket, and in far less time than I can believe, I am redressed and escorted outside by my overprotective lover. I laugh at her intensity in this, too.

“You dress me as eagerly as you undress me,” I tease, brushing my lips across hers.

My kiss is cut short as she steps back. “I feel daylight waning. If you are to catch them, you must go now.”

A part of my heart whispers that this urge to keep me safe will be always at odds with the duty I live to fulfill now. The wood where I will ride is always filled with danger, as are even the late-night paths in the city. I am the thing that stands against that danger.

“I have questions about your curse and a confession to make. I must see you soon, Your Grace.” I smile and add, “And I hope for more kisses then . . .”

“Go before my good sense vanishes,” Isabeau demands.

I ride away, repeating my vow that I will tell her my truth when next I see her. Hopefully, by then I will know how to stop the Beast of Brimmond. If all goes well, perhaps I will have already succeeded before I next see her.


Chapter 20

“[The faeries] were believed to dwell inside green sunny hillocks and knolls, beside a river, a stream, or a lake, or by the sea-braes, in gorgeous palaces furnished with everything that was bright and beautiful.”

—The Folk-Lore of the North-East of Scotland by Walter Gregor [1881]

My heart twinges as I ride from the city to the country, where my family waits. I know that Isabeau is now safe in her home in Regina Centrum, and I have little reason to believe that my mother and sister are at risk. They travel with enough soldiers that the queen herself would be well and safe. In this moment, those I hold most dear are safe. Although the world often seems ominous in the gloaming, tonight my heart is light. Luckily, my steed is also swift, and I am already past Maudite Castle as the bats begin to take flight, carving through the darkening sky in pursuit of insects.

“Night is when we all hunt,” I announce into that symphony of insects and creatures that lend their sounds to the air.

Still, I am not without fear. The sheer force of the blows that have now killed three men, as well as the power of the two attacks on me, make me frightfully aware that the creature I must fight is one that could very well end my life. As the Hunter I may be stronger, but I am inexperienced compared to Father.

I urge the horse a little faster, thundering through the paths that I know as well as the routes I patrol within the city. Under the half circle of the moon, I gallop into the village of Fleuriste. I will seek lodging in the rooms over the Dancing Goose for the night.

After I stable the horse, I cross the courtyard to rap on Maria’s door.

“You aren’t bleeding,” she says in greeting. “Why are you here?”

“I want you to check a cut on my back and a burn on my stomach.”

Once I am on her table, Maria looks first at my back. Her sharp intake of air is the only sound at first. I feel her fingers prodding the holes the beast left in my flesh. The injury is tender, but not as much as it should be considering how recent it was. Becoming the Hunter healed old scars and accelerated my current healing.

“Something . . . clawed you?” She frowns.

“Recently.”

“But these are healing already . . .” Maria pauses, hand splayed on my spine, and gasps. “The earl? He is gone?”

“I am the Hunter,” I say quietly, turning my head to look at her.

Her eyes are clouding with tears. “I am sorry, Hunter. I and mine will serve you well, as we did his lordship.” After another pause, she asks, “Was it . . .”

“The Beast of Brimmond that killed him? Yes. Was Father’s death fast? No. Not at all. He lingered for almost a full night. The magic called to me, his magic, and I came to him.” My throat feels tighter than I want, but I have not spoken fully or truly about the horror of seeing him that way—or of knowing that the beast that did it had toyed with me that night as well.

Maria takes a salted, heated knife and slices open the skin where the beast clawed my back. I could blame the pain for the tears that join the words that continue to pour out of me.

“The creature tossed me atop my lantern, held me there, and left,” I say. “Either right before or right after that, it slaughtered my father. His stomach was rent open. His eye . . . was gone.” I choke a little as I tell her. “He held his organs inside his body. Told me it was the beast. And died. He died.”

She makes her prayer gesture. “I am sorry.”

“I am afraid I will soon follow if I cannot devise a plan to stop it,” I whisper.

With a wet voice, she says, “Your father said the same in the past, you know. He said it here just this past week when he was in for his knees. His body was slowing. You will not fail, Gabrielle. I know this here.” She pats her chest and then her head. “I am certain of this.”

“I hope you are right.” I pause, not even sure of the question. The words I settle on are not quite right, but they are the best I have. “Tell me what you know of curses.”

“The duke.” She presses salt into my wounds. “Gossips talk. Curses are rarely laid on any family these days. There was one young man, back when your father was not yet deep voiced. He’d tried to capture a selchie, one of the sea girls?”

I nod. Selchies are rarely seen these days, either choosing to stay far from the shores of Alveus or returning to the other side of the gate to Faerie. “They curse?”

“No. He had caught a disease from the fish scales.” Maria chortles. “Thought he was cursed, but . . . he had a sickness. No curses in my lifetime, not a one.”

She pats a bandage onto my back with a sticky sap that will hold it fast.

“You don’t think she’s cursed.”

“I do not.” As Maria finishes treating my belly with a salve that cleans and cools the burns there, she adds, “I will tell the rest of the healers, but if you want the village to know that he has died . . .”

“The tavern.” I nod as she helps me redress. “I go there next. Some of the soldiers are likely patrolling, but I doubt they will have spoken. I will tell those villagers who are here and tell Girard, and he will spread the word.”

“He’ll be a good soldier, Girard will. He’ll merely be serving the will of the Hunter in a new way,” Maria notes.

“I am having guards stationed in Brimmond Wood, now that I . . .” I shake my head. “Father made good choices. My father was a good Hunter. Doing things in a different way is not a slight on his path.”

“No one will suggest it is.” Maria walks me out. “It will be good to have some of our own men as soldiers. They’ll be more likely to join if they are still able to live near home. The garrison here has been empty too long.”

I pause to take in the village. Being here always eases a weight I carry in Regina Centrum. Pretending to be other than who I am rests like heavy stones upon my shoulders. Here, I release those stones and stand taller. There is something pure in not hiding my identity, in being accepted as I am.

I walk into the tavern, even lighter than I usually feel here in the village due to a few hours in Isabeau’s arms. I stroll past several tables where people sit with pints or bowls of soup. The bowls are bread, so there are fewer dishes for the kitchen. Nolan sits with Girard and Henry, and my heart smiles at the sight.

“Here’s a den of chatty gossips if ever there was one,” I tease as I come to stand beside them.

All three men come to their feet with a clatter of hastily shoved chairs. Henry still holds his soup spoon in hand. “Huntress! What are you doing?”

“Hoping for a room and some soup.” I glance at Girard, who nods. “A bit of conversation wouldn’t go amiss either.”

A few more villagers join us. Maria starts to drag a chair toward us, although Girard snatches it from her and carries the chair with one hand, offering Maria an elbow with the other arm. James and his wife pull up seats as well, and soon after, Anders and Cranshaw are there. Within a few moments, I have assembled an unexpectedly robust group of soldiers and villagers.

My soup bowl is delivered, and I take a deep sniff of the mouthwatering scent of roasted root vegetables and broth. Girard shoots me a curious look, but the general response is a warm feeling of acceptance. I may not come here to dine regularly, but no one seems to object.

“My condolences.” Girard stares at my wrist; a scar used to rest there. “Hunter.”

I shouldn’t be surprised he noticed. Girard has seen me naked more than once, and he knows well what it means that the map of lines from monsters has vanished from my skin.

He stares at me. “I will be sure the village knows. He was a good man, the earl.”

“He kept the village safe,” James says, lifting his pint. His wife, Polly, takes it.

Maria toasts with a gray stone mug of hot mead; the spices make me wish for a mug. As if I spoke, she pushes it toward me. “Only needed enough to toast his memory, Huntress.”

“Drinks on the Hunter’s tab,” I call.

The villagers queue up, and the barman pulls drink after drink. He taps a second keg, and I am oddly proud that everyone waits patiently, then calls out “To the Hunter” or “To the Earl.” A chill comes over me as the memory of his death feels like it is summoned to the front of my mind like a persistent ghost.

As villagers cheer steadily one after the next at the bar, I sit with my small group of trusted souls. “The beast killed him. Here in the wood. Took his eye. Ripped open his belly.”

Polly pats my hand. Henry and Nolan both grimace.

Girard says, “Did you see it?”

“Not the attack. I felt the magic summon me, though, so I was with him at the end.” A few tears trickle from my eyes, as if my sorrow still overflows. “I need fresh opinions. Since you’re here . . . if you don’t mind.”

James straightens his shoulders. “We need paper. Make notes. Sketches.”

Maria pulls out a stack of paper and passes it around, along with short stubby charcoal pieces. She adds another sheet with a tiny, printed list. “I have a list of injuries already.”

“Maps,” Henry says. “My hand’s still steady enough for drawing.”

Polly adds, “I have thoughts on who the other dead man might be.”

My throat feels like the rest of the tears I didn’t shed are caught there, making my voice shake as I say, “I don’t want anyone to go into the forest, not until we find the beast.”

“As you say, Hunter. Now, let’s start at the beginning,” Girard suggests quietly. “The soldiers here already know some, and Miss Maria does. Let us all support you.”

“The first body was Hugh . . . and the last was my father,” I begin. “Three dead men. All with powerful blows ending their lives. In between were two attacks on me, and one—possibly—on a noblewoman in the city.”

Henry sketches the locations I tell him. The first, in Brimmond Wood near Maudite Castle, is easy to pinpoint. “That’s also where I was attacked, too, and where Father was killed.” I poke my finger toward the spot. “The second body was left in front of Fleuriste Manor.”

“Three attacks in one spot,” Henry muses, charcoal scratching on paper. “And in the city?”

I point at the location. “Here, along the river.”

“The one that flows to Maudite Castle?” Girard asks, and though he’s not accusing her directly, I hear the implication.

“Isabeau is not awake when the sun falls, and the last duke is dead.” I glare at him. “Don’t let jealousy cloud your common sense.”

“Don’t let lust cloud yours,” he counters.

“Children,” Maria says, and though we are both in possession of roughly three decades of living, she has more than twice that.

“You cannot trust her,” Girard mutters before he walks to the bar and returns with an envelope.

I look briefly at the seal, recognizing it as Maudite’s, before I stow it away in a pocket. All I say is, “The current duke is unconscious when the sun sleeps.”

“Was the last duke cursed?” Henry asks. “Don’t recall hearing it, but I don’t soiree with dukes.”

I flash him a smile for his attempt to lower the temperature at our table and echo, “Soiree with them?”

Henry winks at me.

“Who cursed the new duke? When? Why? No curses have been recorded in over a half century.” Maria fires out the questions without pause. “Magic is a strange thing. Are these attacks because she’s transgressed? Are they intended as a threat to the House of Maudite?”

To that, I have no answer. “The first death was before her curse. I was with Father when we visited the castle to tell Isaac, the last duke, about Hugh’s murder. I had not heard of a curse until after his death.”

“Is it an inherited curse? Did the recent duke anger a faery that cursed his progeny? Were there other cursed dukes in the Maudite line?” Maria asks each question with the calm she uses to ask me to catalog my injuries. “Or the queen. Maudite was her brother. The last one . . . Is this a threat to the queen’s family?”

“To sons and daughters? Or just daughters?” Polly adds. “The queen has a son, no daughters.”

“But the queen is uncursed. I see her at night.” After a pause while they wait for my thoughts, I say in a low voice, “What do we know of the dowager duchess? Her family? Her history?”

Frowns greet my question. No one has a word to add. No details, and that’s odd when it comes to the nobility. “Could she have angered a faery? Brought this curse upon her daughter?”

“Or there is no curse, and she’s drugging the duke,” Maria adds astutely. “Has anyone seen Maudite collapse at dusk? Perhaps the curse is a lie.”

We sit in silence at that. The more I seek answers, the less I know. Twice I encountered a beast, and twice it injured me. The look of it matches nothing in the Hunter journals. If the duke’s curse is real, is it connected? Is it even real? If the queen holds secrets, I cannot doubt that they could involve family she wants to protect, but they could just as easily be because she is bound by magic.


Chapter 21

“A fisherman of Saint-Jacut-de-la-Mer, walking home to his cottage from his boat one evening along the wet sands, came, unawares, upon a number of fairies in a houle. They were talking and laughing gaily, and the fisherman observed that while they made merry they rubbed their bodies with a kind of ointment or pomade. All at once, to the old salt’s surprise, they turned into ordinary women.”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

“Gab! Up!” I wake to my sister rattling my door at the Goose. I had a mug or two of mead as I discussed the Beast of Brimmond, the cursed duke, and the very real possibility that the faery murdering people was something that ought not have slipped from their world into ours.

Morning is here now, and my eyes feel rather like I have ground sawdust into my face. My throat is no better. I untangle myself from the covers and jerk open the door. “Why are you here?”

“I brought your horse. There’s need of the Hunter today.” Rylan takes one look at me, crinkles her nose, and sighs. She drops the bundle in her arms onto the floor. “You need to wash. You smell like hearth fire and wet horse.”

I do what any reasonable sibling would in that moment. I tackle her in a hold that has her face in my armpit. “Are you sure?”

“Ugh.” Rylan twists away, breaking my grip with agility if not brute strength. “You are the least ladylike person I have ever met, and that includes the farrier, the soldiers, the stable—”

“Fine.” I walk over to a washstand with an ewer of cold water and wash up.

“Clean things.” Rylan points at the bundle. “A guard was told there’s a body and went to summon the squadron. They will join us in the wood.”

“Did they escort you here?” I ask, realizing as sleep fades that she ought not be here at all. The peril of travel through Alveus as a young, unmarried woman is often the most obvious of my worries, but now that the beast has attacked me—and possibly Emma—I must worry about my sister being a target. Women are not safe from the monster.

I glare at her. “You are to be safely at the manor and—”

“I was surrounded by soldiers, and others are at the house.” Rylan huffs. “We are like prisoners at home.”

“Good.” Before she can reply, I prompt, “Details?”

“Not much. Beast of Brimmond, most likely. One of the young ones found it, told patrol, and is waiting downstairs.” Rylan shakes her head. “They ought to stay out of the forest. Just because it hasn’t killed a child—”

“I know. I told them that.”

“They don’t need the coins Father used to pay them,” Rylan continues. “What if we give them tasks at the manor, instead? Safer, but they still have money for sweets.”

“Excellent. I’ll leave you to figure that out,” I suggest before I unroll the things she brought for me. “I want to wear trousers in the forest going forward. I know Father disapproved, but there’s no reason I should be hampered by dresses.”

“I can have a seamstress come to the manor.” Rylan watches me, as if inviting me to tell her she’s overstepping.

Instead I grab her hand. “Thank you. I am overwhelmed, and all that you are offering helps ease my burden.”

“I am the Hunter-in-Training now,” she gently reminds me.

“You are still not to be outside the manor without guards—or me—at your side.”

“Yes, Hunter,” she murmurs as she assists me into my layers, and we leave the room. After a quick stop at the tavern to ask that our things be delivered to the manor, we take our horses and are off toward Brimmond Wood with a young man from the village.

“After this, you will stay out of the wood,” Rylan tells him. “I have tasks at the manor, and if the lot of you come to the manor together or with the soldiers, you’ll have coins aplenty.”

The boy’s initial frown transforms into a wide grin. “Yes, m’lady.”

He’s perhaps twelve or thirteen years old, but he belongs to one of the tenants on the Fleuriste estate. He’s well dressed, although the rips on the boy’s jacket tell me that either he’s been wandering where he shouldn’t or we are headed into the brambles that lie near the gate to Faerie.

Shortly after, we are back in the thick of Brimmond Wood. Rylan is perched atop her horse, looking for all the world like a lady. I slide to the ground and dart between two saplings, weaving through them as surely as the shuttle of my mother’s loom. Clatterbuck is not a fan of the narrow opening but trails after me still. Maybe she can smell where we are headed. Maybe she’s just in a mood.

“Over here!” The boy’s voice rises from the scrub and brambles where he has vanished.

I scan our surroundings for telltale marks of violence. A few broken branches are all I can see so far. We are not at the same site where Hugh’s body was found, the site where my father died and I was attacked.

Rylan follows my gestures with her gaze, but she moves no closer. “Anything?”

“Nothing yet. No corpse or monster tracks or scent or . . .”

A rustle of branch and leaf has me holding a hand up to my sister. Some creatures wait in trees. I listen and watch for others in the area—everything is so much more vivid since Father died—but the moment passes. No birds scatter. No rodents scurry away.

Everything has already scattered, experience reminds me.

Whatever is awaiting us in the brush is such that the creatures of the forest have no interest in being here. The silence is only broken by the crackling of dry leaves under foot.

Then the boy’s head pops up again out of the thick underbrush of the forest. “This way.”

He leads us deeper into the maze of twisted trunks.

“Are you certain?” Rylan asks in a voice that shouldn’t be audible, but this, too, has changed.

“Found him!” the boy calls again.

The ground is trampled down in the center of the brush, as if wild boar had decided to frolic in ever-widening circles. The branches are cracked, and the undergrowth is flattened. The clearing looks almost idyllic at first glance, a picnic spot suitable for ladies, but a bitter scent wafts up from the ground: death and fear.

Human death.

Clatterbuck refuses to go any deeper into the shadows.

“Stand here,” I attempt to order my horse.

Clatterbuck snorts. The odds of the mare’s obedience are low. Honestly, I rather like the surly beast’s personality. Mostly.

Stepping in front of Rylan again, I lift the edge of my skirt and underskirt, trying to avoid collecting the leaves and thorns that are ubiquitous this deep in the Brimmond Wood. “Trousers,” I mutter again. “I shred more gowns in these brambles than any sensible person should.”

“Ladies Fleuriste! Here!” The boy waves at us. “He’s here.”

“Is this one like the others?”

“Eh. Probably?” The boy shrugs. “Poked him with a stick . . .”

Rylan winces.

The boy gestures at the body as we close the final distance. “He seems like them other bodies your father was asking after a few weeks ago.”

Rylan twists her hands together, still not looking at the body only a few steps away. I realize that this might be her first fresh dead body, and again, I want to send her away. “You’re sure he is . . .”

“Dead? Couldn’t be alive without his head, now, could he?” The boy grins at us.

“Stay far from here,” I order, passing a handful of coins to him. “Report to the manor and only do so in a group.”

Before I can say anything else, ask him to wait so we can escort him, he darts into the forest with a cry of, “Yes, Hunter!”

Rylan stares into the shadows, ostensibly watching him leave, but she’s covering her mouth and nose with a lavender-scented cloth.

“Gabri?” Rylan says my name softly. “What do you need?”

“Notes, sister. I need you to write things down about this dead man that I might think on them later.” I found talking to the group at the Dancing Goose helpful last night. Solving puzzles is not simply about gathering evidence to study under my microscope or compare at the archive. The biggest tool I have is my mind, and talking helps me think about the evidence in new ways.

As I begin to catalog the injuries—lacerations and bruises mostly—Rylan’s quill scratches across the paper she brought for this reason. The man has minimal bruising, probably due to a lack of blood. However, his skin looks like torn chicken or fish. Jagged. Angry.

I squat down, wishing yet again my sister weren’t watching this examination. Casually, I take a deep inhalation. No musky or salty scents. No flowers. No perfumes. Nothing but the slightly gamy smell of death.

The awkward crouching position makes me fear falling onto the body, but I need to examine the dead man. Bending isn’t an option between stays and layers and my heavy dress. One of these days, I’ll be already dressed for death when the summons comes. Today is not such a day.

A brief thought passes that the last body before Father was one where he was at my side. I push that and all other thoughts of him away. “Meat torn. Skin bruised, but he’s bloodless now. He was still alive when this happened. That’s new. The bruising indicates—”

“That poor man!” Rylan claps her hand to her mouth.

Not Father, I remind myself. I have grown used to speaking to him about the dead, and I forgot briefly that others may find the topic more emotional.

“The head was completely severed. No blood on the surrounding ground.” I nudge the body slightly, rolling him to his side to see the ground under him. “The traveler wasn’t killed here.”

Rylan scratches out a note, not looking at the dead man.

I straighten to stand between her and the body. I can hear horses breaking through the wood. “The Wächter are nearly here.”

“Do we want them to handle . . . the body?”

“No.” I can’t focus on them, even though the sound of their approach seems louder than reality says it is. “I need to finish the examination.”

I peer around, trying to see if there are swarms of flies or carrion birds overhead, indicating a ground that’s soaked in blood or littered in bits of meat. The blood is what I need to find. There was none with the first two bodies, and with Father’s . . . My mind starts to bring up the memory of that too-recent moment as I walk in a widening circle away from the corpse.

Find the blood, find the crime scene. That rule was impressed upon me so often that I feel like I can hear the echo of my father’s voice. What are the signs, child?

“No birds in the sky,” I mutter. “No paw prints suggesting the meat was carried off in chunks. Why is it drained?”

I have to think of the body without detail, elsewise I’ll be as stricken as the first time we came across a kill by a pack of coin shìth. The dogs had been mostly gone, but one cù sìth had been there guarding the remains. The monstrous dog—a writhing current of black fur and gore-stained teeth—was almost as tall as Clatterbuck, but much wider.

“What kind of animal does this?” Rylan asks, jerking me out of my memory.

The silence of the birds and squirrels creates the illusion that nature is awaiting the answer to the same question. But I still have no answer. The bloodless body and decapitation match nothing in the Hunter journals. I can eliminate a few things. It’s not a cù sìth. The massive doglike beasts are messy eaters. When they eat, the ground is covered with shards of the bones of the dead. White splinters that look like uneven birch branches spot the loam and leaf as if beckoning attention, as if they mark the land as theirs by way of teeth.

“An angry one?” I suggest. That’s all I know. “Not a cù sìth. Not the cat either. No musk lingers at any of the sites. No water faeries.” I make a small sound of frustration. “The truth is that I fear I cannot tell you what it is.”

I almost wish it were a cù sìth kill. I know how to kill them. This? I feel a flicker of terror writhing in my heart.

The Wächter soldiers arrive. Anders is the one leading this patrol. She stops, takes in the corpse, and then nods. “Lady Fleuriste. Hunter.”

Rylan flushes slightly. “Ma’am.”

Ma’am? I shoot my sister a curious look she ignores before I turn back to the soldier. “Have the troops spread out, look for any clues, touch nothing.”

“Contaminants?”

“Not sure.” I look around. “I can collect anything they find safely enough, so just have them mark it and call me to them. I won’t risk their health.”

The soldiers, all women, begin to search the underbrush for anything atypical: a bit of fur, a tooth, a shard of bone, a bit of blood. Each and every item I gather into one of my vials.

Afterward, I supervise to be sure every hand is salted as a precautionary measure, and I send the soldiers away. I don’t feel comfortable having an audience for the burning.

I step up to the body. Silently, I carve a furrow in the earth.

“Do you need me to . . . go?” Rylan asks in her softest voice.

“No.” I wipe my hand on my hip. I’ve only done this once, and that was my father’s body. The memory of doing it is soaked in grief and fire, so though I know the word, know the gestures, a small, frightened voice inside of me says this will not work.

I reach my hand out to the dead man and whisper “fire” in the language spoken only by Hunters. My palm heats as if the fire is building inside my skin, and in the next moment, I feel flames pour from my skin to his. I mean to be quiet, but the words slip out. “It worked . . .”

Rylan waits until I step away before hugging me tightly. “Well, of course it did. You’re the Hunter.”

“I know. I do.” I shake my head. “I’ve said the word so often over the years, practicing it, and nothing ever happened, and . . .” I don’t mention Father, although the thought is there. I burned our father’s body. I look at my twin. “Once I catch the monster, I need to teach you all the words and things.”

“I hope to never need them,” Rylan whispers. “I could not stand you dying.”

“I have no intention of it,” I swear. “I still need to prepare you. He should’ve.”

Rylan says nothing.

“I need my laboratory,” I say after the pause between us grows too long. Rylan remains silent, so I ask, “Do you think Isa’s curse is real?”

“What?”

I hastily explain the conversation last night and finish with, “When’s the last time there was a curse? Do you think the dowager duchess could be adding medicine to Isa’s cups so she is unaware of the world at night? She was carousing and—”

“Maybe.” Rylan’s expression is thoughtful. “I would like to say no mother would do such a thing, but the dowager duchess is as friendly as a rabid wolf.”

I snort. “I will bring you a full table of pastries if you say that to Mother.”

Finally, Rylan’s expression gives way to a familiar smile.

I stare into the thick wood, hoping that my many days of working with Clatterbuck were not futile. I let out a long, loud bird trill. Another. And a third.

Nothing.

“Your horse is horrible,” Rylan points out lightly.

“She’ll learn.” I lead my twin in a quick walk away from the ashes of the dead stranger, trying to find the words to get her smile back. “Maybe faster than you.”

“Gabrielle!” Rylan chases after me. “Take that back.”

I grin. “You’re right. I’m sure you can learn just as fast as my obstinate horse.”


Chapter 22

“As ‘spell, taboo, charm’ the word is geas, E. Irish geis, derived from the root in the verb guidh, ‘entreat’ (Old Irish guidiu, gude, guide), cognate with Gothic bidjan ‘ask,’ and English bidding, surviving in ‘the bidding prayer.’”

—Survivals in Belief Among the Celts by George Henderson [1911]

By afternoon, the press of the wax seal on the letter in my pocket feels like a weight that grows heavier the longer I ignore it. The note is to The Hunter, not to me by name, not to my father. I know what the letter means, of course. I heard Isabeau talk to the queen, and I know her. She wants to help. She wants the Hunter to find the monster.

As if I am not already trying, my irritation grumbles.

I need to speak to Isabeau. I am past the time when such things are needed, and as much as I dread it, I see no other option. She is owed that much, and even if she were not, I was summoned. There are rules about what must happen when a request is delivered to the Hunter, rules I wish I could ignore.

I walk into Rylan’s room. The room is as chaotic as Rylan can be at her worst; clothes are draped everywhere as if the wardrobe has belched a cloud of silk and linen. In the center of the fabric storm is my not-quite-mirror image.

“I’ve been summoned,” I blurt out.

“You just returned.” Rylan tosses her scarf over her shoulder, flinging the long length of blue into my face in the process. “I don’t like this! Everything feels wrong, Gab. Father’s dead. There’s a monster. I am . . . at odds.”

“I will fight the beast. You simply keep yourself and Mother safe. Promise you will not follow where I go. I didn’t say it in the woods, but if I were to lose you . . . you are half of me, Ry. Half my heart.”

“And all your reasonableness,” Rylan mutters.

“Father trained me for this. He ordered that you be spared.”

“And now we are obeying all Father’s rules? He dies, and he’s suddenly the keeper of the law?” Rylan sounds so much like Mother that I repress a smile. “I can fight. I’m almost as good with the short sword and—”

“I know. I’m the one who made sure of it. And if something were to come to the door of the Fleuriste Manor? If monster or man appears as a threat, I fully believe that you will bloody your sword and slay it.” I catch her arm before Rylan can leave. “I trust you, and I need you to protect our home.”

“Tell me who sent the summons.”

“The Duke of Maudite. She would like to speak to the Hunter about the slayings in Brimmond Wood.”

“The summons is from Isabeau? I know you were with her at the palace, but I thought it was romance. Was it this? She came to see you in the city after that, and I thought . . .”

My cheeks burn as I think about kissing the duke. “I didn’t say I was with Isa.”

Rylan gives me a look that she typically reserves for absurd statements. “I watched you leave with her. I saw her confront you after her vow. Everyone saw it.”

“Well, yes, but—”

“And everyone knew she’d seduced someone before vows,” Rylan continues, speaking over me. “She practically proposed to you at the ceremony.”

“She didn’t!” I sound shrill, perhaps because Isabeau has been blunt with me about that very thing. I don’t want to tell Rylan how much of my romance I’ve rekindled, but it’s clear I don’t need the words. “She . . . we . . . I don’t know what to do.”

Rylan stares at me, but my reflection is stern. “She still loves you.”

“I know.” My shoulders drop. “What if she thinks I’m loathsome when she learns my secret?”

“Fear is normal,” Rylan reminds me, seeing the soft parts of my heart with the sort of clarity that no one else ever has.

“Fear leads to mistakes, and mistakes lead to death,” I quote one of the many mantras Father insisted I learn and recite.

“You never could think clearly when Isabeau was involved. Some things obviously don’t change.” Rylan flounces out of the room.

My heart coils in on itself with pain for what is to come, and I wish I could speak of it. I am grateful for the one afternoon I had with Isabeau, and I will treasure that memory when she turns me away. In a somber mood, I walk to my room and into the dressing chamber that ought to be filled with gowns. Those are present, too, but the far back wall of my closet slides inward when I press on a particular stone.

I open the secret doorway. I tug on trousers and soft-soled boots. Tonight I will dress as the Hunter, not as a lady. I will ride to see Isabeau, and she will at last know what my secret is. I will tell her that the Hunter is a solitary fighter, aside from the soldiers I command now. I will tell her that I understand if our trysts must end.

Blue thoughts in mind, I slip through a gap in the wall. The space is wider than I need, the original opening intended for the wider shoulders of a young man. For my father. My grandfather. My great-grandfather. His father before him.

And for a son that died.

Once, this was Father’s room. He thought this room would be for his own son, but the Countess of Fleuriste lay in a bed near death several times after the births of her twin daughters. We knew that there was a brother arriving. Several brothers.

Then he was gone.

Every time.

Mother risked death repeatedly, losing children, trying to give the Hunter the son he required.

I was what Father made do with, not the child he wanted. That thought still haunts me sometimes. I was never enough. Even in the last months, he was trying to replace me. And now I’m all that’s left.

Inside the opening in the wall, a worn stone staircase leads me in a spiraling path to my laboratory and the burning chamber. The twisting stairs have the same worn marks as older castle staircases. Many years of footsteps have left an impression, and as I descend, I think about the Fleuriste men who have descended these steps to reach the wide room at the base.

Swords. Poleaxes. Shields. Myriad weapons. Some are honed, and others are broken. A few are bloodstained. In an inset space, carved into the stone, are oak shelves. And on those shelves are delicate glass vessels filled with poisons—or antidotes. I gather supplies, filling a bag with several vials and adding assorted knives into the satchel that I will wear.

The next time I face the beast I will not lose. I add a bow and quiver. These weapons will not make facing Isabeau easier, but perhaps they will help her see me as I truly am—a weapon for the queen to aim.

First, I will go to Maudite Castle. I will ask questions of the dowager duchess and Isabeau. This curse of Isabeau’s leaves me with questions, and whether the revelations exonerate her mother of duplicity or confirm Isabeau’s curse as real, I will have answers.

Then I will give Isabeau my secret: I am the Hunter, and I will answer her summons. However, she is merely a duke, and she cannot join my hunt. My duty must come before all else, and worrying about the woman I love will make my work immeasurably more challenging.


Chapter 23

“One day when [they] were hunting in the forest they came to a stately dūn, white-walled, with coloured thatching on the roof, and they entered it to seek hospitality . . . In the midst there was a table set forth with a sumptuous feast of boar’s flesh and venison, and a great vat of yew wood full of red wine, and cups of gold and silver . . . So they knew they were being entrapped by some enchantment of the Fairy Folk.”

—Myths and Legends of the Celtic Race by Thomas Rolleston [1911]

Weapons gathered, I am in my room and replaiting my hair when a commotion outside the door draws my attention. Braid unfinished, I jerk open the door with one hand and draw a long dagger with the other. “What is it?”

“The Duke of Maudite.”

“Maudite is here?”

“No, m’lady.” The guard shrugs. “The Countess of Fleuriste said the duke was going t’be.”

I twist my half-finished plait into a bun on the back of my head, jab a wee wooden spear into it, and set off to find Mother.

By the time I walk into Mother’s rooms, ready to argue, my mother announces, “Go to the village to offer our hospitality to the duke.”

“She could come here tomorrow or—”

“You were going to Maudite Castle,” Rylan interrupts. “Why not talk to her here?”

I mutter an expletive that has Mother raising her brows at me, but there’s no reasonable argument I can make beyond telling them that I am simply not ready to talk to her.

I refuse to add a gown over my hunting attire, so in as little time as it takes to collect our horses and ride to the village, Rylan and I are approaching the Dancing Goose.

Henry makes a show of looking me over from head to toe. “You look like a proper Hunter dressed like that.”

“I am a proper Hunter,” I snap.

“We know that. Them monsters will know it, too.” Henry is impossible to perturb. “No insult meant, Lady Huntress. Violence looks good on you.”

The words both sting and warm me. I want Isabeau to see me and be impressed by what I am, but being a Hunter is more than violence. At the end, killing the beast is my duty, and that is violence. Finding it is another matter, one that relies on my mind and my resources.

“Violence is not all you are,” Rylan says softly as we walk away from Henry. My sister’s voice is thick with urgency. “Isa sees you. She might surprise you when you tell her.”

“I doubt it,” I whisper back. “All she knows how to do is break my heart. Better to get it over with, I suppose.”

My mind darts back to the first time I trusted Isabeau with my heart, when we were girls and I thought I’d be her bride. I believed in the impossible then.

“Do you truly not mind?” Isabeau asked.

“I don’t,” I answered, grateful to finally have the future duke’s attention.

Then Isabeau clumsily lowered her lips to mine, not quite slanting enough at first so our noses bumped. We figured it out, though, and I all but melted when we did. There were sparks zinging in places that I didn’t imagine feeling such things.

When I stepped back, Isabeau’s hand brushed my barely there breasts accidentally.

I pressed closer. “Do that again.”

Isabeau’s hands fumbled at the top of my dress. “Like this?”

“No. Like this.” I reached forward, running my thumb over the nipples hidden under Isabeau’s shirt. “See?”

“Yesss.” Isabeau did the same, and we kissed again, trying to touch each other and kiss at once. It was an awkward thing, but it was the single most exciting thing I ever felt.

Then Isabeau said, “May I write to you? May I come see you? Tell your father I want to court you?”

But her fervent interest died the moment Father refused her. Why would I expect any different now?

Though I’d let myself hope of late, I’ve never told Rylan the extent of the physical encounters I shared with Isabeau then—or the recent ones. I certainly haven’t explained the way my heart has become invested, but that part I think I cannot hide as well. I let myself dream, and that was foolishness.

“Isabeau lives a pampered life, Ry. I will not be able to be her duchess. She will not still want me after she knows what I am.” I aim to keep my voice level in a weak attempt to hide my sorrow at an affair ending too soon. I will content myself with memories; that will have to be enough.

“Shall we?” Rylan urges me forward, and I realize I have stopped moving.

There Isabeau stands. She wears a simple riding set—browned trousers and vest over a loose tunic. The one spot of color that’s anything other than earthen tones of brown, cream, and black is a cherry-hilted sword. It does not look ornamental.

“What do you mean there are no rooms to let?” the Duke of Maudite snaps.

Girard shrugs and lies, “No rooms. Too many soldiers in the village.”

Such deceitful behavior is foolhardy at best. As the Duke of Maudite, Isabeau could seize ownership of the Dancing Goose with nary a word from the crown. It is assumed, often wrongly, that the nobility has a higher moral code. Isabeau is a being of temper and impulse.

I barely finish the thought when Isabeau’s attention is on me like fire. Her eyes widen slightly as her gaze rakes over my trouser-covered legs. Her mouth softens into a smile that seems to relax her entire body visibly.

“Your Grace?” Rylan says, curtsying low when Isabeau looks her way. “Girard.” Rylan shoots a less-than-friendly look at him. “What appears to be the struggle?”

“No struggle.” Girard narrows his gaze at me. “I’ve got no rooms. She could bed down with her horse.”

“What are you thinking, Girard?” I ask him, trying to ignore the burning glances Isabeau aims at me. “There’s no need for this behavior. I told you she was—”

“You think she is.” Girard glares at me. “Is your thought proof? Is it mere conjecture? You cannot ask me to risk the safety of—”

“Girard.” To answer his half-spoken queries is to blurt out my theories, my secret, and far too much conjecture on monsters and curses. I can’t. Not now. Not here with my ex-lover and my sister.

“Gabrielle?” Isabeau asks.

“Patience, please?” I grit my teeth and force my temper into a pocket where I can address it later. Then I ask Girard, “Are you saying the duke cannot stay here?”

He pauses, weighing the question, before nodding. “I am loyal to you. I always will be. The Dancing Goose has no rooms for the cursed duke, however.”

Rylan exclaims, “How fortuitous! We were coming here to offer the hospitality of Fleuriste Manor to you, Your Grace.” A dangerous smile flashes over her face lightning quick. “My sister and I would be grateful for your company, as when we were younger.”

Girard’s arrogant expression fades a bit at that.

“Fleuriste Manor would be significantly more secure than a stable.” Isabeau glances at the sky briefly before she uncorks a vial that she pulls from her pocket. She drinks it, then repeats the gesture with a second vial.

What is she drinking? Is that the true reason she thinks she’s cursed? I exchange a look with Girard, who shrugs.

“Your Grace.” I step close enough that she pauses mid-drink. “I would like you to come home with me.”

Her hand lowers, and Girard knocks into me. I suspect it’s intentional because as I stumble, I find myself in Isabeau’s arms. In the process, she drops her partially empty vial.

Girard kicks it in a pile of horse dung. He gives me a wry look. “I never expected to watch you fall into her arms, Gabrielle. I certainly didn’t expect to be at fault for it.”

I straighten. “Thank you, Your Grace, for not letting me land in that.”

She looks at the vial as if she is considering scooping it up.

“I would have rather been the one to catch you, m’lady,” Girard adds.

“I am sorry,” I say lightly.

It’s enough, though. The duke’s eyes briefly dart to me and then to him, and I watch her come to a not untrue conclusion. Almost as if she cannot resist the impulse, she steps closer to me as she asks Girard, “What of my request of the Hunter? Have you delivered my letter?”

“Yes. Perhaps, though, you ought to consult the Wächter,” he says, not unkindly. He turns away and grabs a pitchfork to scoop up the dung and vial.

Isabeau watches as he tosses it into a nearby pile.

“The Hunter cannot answer every letter,” Girard tells her.

“Men are dying.” Isabeau folds her arms. “I need the Hunter. Give me the man’s location. I will speak with him directly.”

“That’s not the process, even if the letter is from a duke.” Girard glares at her again. “You wrote. You asked. What happens next is entirely the decision of the Hunter.”

“Your Grace?” Rylan says. “The sun will set soon, so I suggest you say your words of departure.”

Without a word, Isabeau stalks out of the stable, Rylan at her side. I pause briefly. My voice is a scratchy whisper as I point out, “She’s no threat to the village.”

“I hope you’re right, Gabrielle, since you’re taking her home.” Girard shakes his head. “Do you want an escort through the forest?”

I give him a tight smile. “I will hunt there tonight, you realize?”

“You could have escorts then, too,” he suggests, gaze darting to Isabeau and Rylan. After a pause, he adds, “Be careful.”

“With monsters or lovers?” I crack a smile.

“I wish you could avoid both.”

I walk out of the stable and into the night. My sister is pointing at things and chattering on like a determined chipmunk. Isabeau looks wide eyed, as if she might flee.

“I can introduce you to the Hunter tomorrow, Your Grace,” I say, voice shaking slightly. “Come with us now.”

Isabeau stares at me. “You will?”

“I trained with the Hunter,” I remind her as we mount the horses. “I know his daughter.”

My sister rides ahead of us, not quite at the edge of the forest, but gaining distance too quickly. I call out, “Ry. The Beast of Brimmond has attacked two women, the Hunter’s daughter and Emma Iverrson. Do not make me chase you.”

“Emma? I had no idea.” Isabeau glances at me before saying quietly, “I knew her, before you. Is she alive?”

“The beast has only killed men.” I feel like the words sit heavy on my tongue, yet again, I cannot force them to form. “Emma was uninjured, merely startled. I honestly think she may have been lying.”

“How do you know these things? Is the Hunter’s daughter a chatterer?” Isabeau pats her horse absently.

“Is she, Gabrielle?” Rylan asks, eyes wide as if curious. “Tell us of her.”

“Rylan.” I give her a solitary shake of my head when Isabeau isn’t looking my way. “Please, don’t help.”

“I have questions, love, but the moon is rising soon, and I can feel the exhaustion pulling me toward darkness. I must be abed soon.” Isabeau stares at my mouth before whispering, “I would rather stay awake with you. I want to . . .” She glances at my sister before saying in a normal voice, “Talk to you.”

Rylan’s snort carries in the growing gloam, but I opt to pretend it’s her horse making a sound rather than my sister laughing at us.

“Race me, Isa?” I let myself have a moment to stare at her. She could insist on answers; I could as well. What did she drink? Why? The truth, however, is that this is the last night with secrets between us. I want to see her smile. “Or are you too slow?”

Her eyes widen, as a smile blooms over her face. “Slow?”

“You are older than me,” I tease.

“Trying to get me into your house faster, love?” she murmurs in so low of a voice that even with my Hunter hearing, I can barely hear.

“Keep up, sister,” I call out as I let Clatterbuck have her way, and in the golden light that hints at sunset’s pending arrival, all three horses thunder toward Fleuriste Manor.

Two of the stablemen are waiting to take the horses, and I motion for my sister to go inside. A nagging part of my mind, one fed on doubts and questions, wants to ask what Isabeau carries in her vials. I want to ask her mother’s history. I want to demand answers on the curse.

Is whatever cursed her, perhaps, the beast in the forest? The thought hits me like a blow. Beasts I cannot name are rare, and curses are rare. Is the same faery responsible for cursing her and for killing men in the forest?

My sister darts inside, the stablemen take the horses away, and I am left alone with Isabeau. “I wish I could take you to my bed,” she says, staring at me.

I lean in and kiss her, earning me a shocked look when I pull away.

“Love?”

“I am master of my house, my title, and my life, Isabeau.” I capture her hand. “No one can command me.”

“The queen—”

“No one.” I think for a moment that she hears what I am saying, but the sun is falling fast. Hurriedly, I ask, “What was in the vial?”

“The vial? Oh! My tonic. It’s changed as I aged, but it still smells of the rotting grass you hated when we were girls. Do you remember when I had to steal my father’s mead before we could kiss?”

I flush at the memory. “All I recall is the time spent talking and kissing. Not your gooey grass drink.”

Isabeau glances at the sky again. “Could we go inside, love? I did not have all my tonic, and I feel out of sorts. I don’t fancy being dead to the world outside your stable. I cannot picture you carrying me.”

I could, of course, but telling her that will wait on dawn. Lightly I ask, “Has the tonic changed?”

“Several times as I grew older,” Isabeau says.

“Recently?”

“Of course. There was a change when His Grace grew ill, as I was ill with worry.” She frowns at me. “Why do you ask?”

We stop at the door to the manor. “Because your reaction to it spilling seems out of character.” When she says nothing more, we walk in silence to the room where she’ll rest. At the threshold, I add, “The door will be guarded. You are safe here.”

“I am certain of that, love.” Isabeau brushes a quick kiss over my lips, and then she’s gone into the room. I listen for the heavy bar to be slid home, securing her inside.

My lover, my sister, and my mother are all safely inside Fleuriste Manor. Light falls, and I do not need to journey to Maudite Castle this night. Instead, I can patrol. Though the order has gone out from Her Majesty that Brimmond Wood is to be avoided, it does not apply to me. I am meant to go there, to hunt, and hopefully to end the Beast of Brimmond’s reign of terror.

Once I am alone, I open Isabeau’s letter and read:

Hunter,

I am offering you my services to stop the monster in the forest. It has killed the Earl of Fleuriste and others. Such violence cannot be tolerated. Please let me know how I may assist you. Will you accept my request to stop the Beast of Brimmond?

Isabeau, Seventh Duke of Maudite

I reread her letter twice, smiling despite my irritation. She does not ask if she can assist, but how she can.

I trail my finger over her signature and aloud, I say, “I do accept, Your Grace. I will kill the Beast of Brimmond.”

My body responds to the vow viscerally. Until I stop the monster, I will feel this pressing need, this obsession. I’ve seen my father in the throes of it. My vow is writ in my bone and blood now. I can feel it in each beat of my heart and every draw of air into my lungs. It rattles inside me like a demand.

“I will kill it,” I repeat.

It’s that or die from the pressure to do so. This is what it means to be a Hunter. I thought I understood, but feeling this urgency now is different than the drive of choosing to do it. This is a geas, a magical vow.


Chapter 24

“He also heard the sound of a bugle-horn winding in the air, and there seemed to be invisible hunters riding by. He then began to be afraid, but recollected his having heard that any person seeing Gwyllion may drive them away by drawing out a knife. So he drew out his knife, and the fairies vanished directly.”

—British Goblins: Welsh Folk-lore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions by Wirt Sikes [1880]

Not long after the moon fully rises, I feel a pull toward the wood, as if a clawed hand reaches into my belly and hooks my bones. Although I felt the magic call to me when Father was dying, I’ve never felt this before. I draw a sharp breath, hand going to my stomach.

“Gabrielle?” Rylan asks.

“Geas. I must patrol.” I turn away from her and concentrate on taking each step at a quick trot. I want to run. I want to be out of doors. I want to hunt. The magic tells me my prey must be hunted, and for the first time since Father died, I am certain of who I am, where I go, and why.

I gather weapons, fill my pockets with a mixture of salt and seeds, and then walk through the basement door into the tunnel to the stables.

Clatterbuck sees me and nickers. Father’s horse, Imp, also watches me. He’s silent, likely recognizing the night lantern. Clatterbuck hasn’t experienced the wood while wearing the lantern harness.

“Take Imp.” Mother’s voice comes out of the shadows in the stable. “He’s a smart horse, and he came home for your use after your father died.” She tenses as she speaks the word, but she says it aloud.

The Countess of Fleuriste reaches out for the lantern. Mutely, I watch her light and affix the lantern to the harness that’s now on Imp.

“Imp is a Hunter’s horse.” Mother motions me forward. “Clatter is a noble goal, but . . . not yet ready. Tonight, you will ride a Hunter’s horse.”

I swing up onto Imp.

“And you will come home with this horse, Gabrielle. You may be the Hunter now, but I am your mother. I will be obeyed.” The Countess of Fleuriste’s voice quavers as she adds, “I could not endure losing you, too.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Go.”

I do not look back as I let Imp run out of the stable. I do not call back to remind my mother to go into the safety of the manor. I simply ride into Brimmond Wood. It is an unwelcoming place even in the light, but under the moon, it is a maze of shadows and strange sounds. Puddles of shadow are pierced by the lines of thicker branches. The darkness seems to pool under the shrubs like something thick and viscous. Cries of the familiar night birds are mixed with growls of equally familiar cù sìth.

Father used to claim, “Same things as in the light, just hidden,” as if the fact that the monsters are hidden isn’t part of what makes them terrifying. The things that creep and bite, slash and kill, are deadly at the best of times. To not see them makes the whole business worse.

Yet the light on Imp will be like a beacon to the monsters, like the Hunter is the prey, as if I am inviting the fiends to attack me. Father limited my nighttime excursions. Now, though, I have no choice.

The darkness feels like it slinks closer. I set out to find the monster that’s been preying on strangers passing through the Brimmond Wood.

“It killed Father,” I say to Imp. “I accepted the summons, Imp. We must hunt now.”

Under me, Imp is the most upbeat he’s been since he returned home without Father. The stable hands regularly exercise him, but it’s obviously different from carrying a rider into the woods. This is what he was trained to do. Of course, the horse missed the sojourns into danger.

“I’m sorry, boy,” I murmur to the horse. “I should’ve thought to take you out sooner.”

The horse, like the things we hunt, isn’t going to speak. Animals don’t. Monsters don’t—usually. But still I speak to them, as if the tone of my voice can convey meanings to both the horses that aid me and to the brutes I will hunt.

Once we cross into the thick trees, I feel like my entire body is listening.

For twigs snapping.

For branches bending.

For throats growling.

There are often wolves, but they aren’t usually the biggest threat—and they aren’t my prey. The pack of coin shìth, monstrous-size, doglike beasts, that I ride past makes wolves seem like puppies. The so-called “faery dogs” are clustered together as if something worse prowls tonight. So, too, the wolves.

“These are my woods.” I speak levelly. “These are my people.”

The bright light of the lantern casts a veritable halo of light around me. I’m far from hidden, so my voice is not adding danger. The silence feels unnatural, like when I sit beside a dead body, and speaking feels like power.

Instinct, Father said. You will know because your belly tells you.

It seemed foolish when he said it, but tonight, I feel a pressing need to speak into the shadows. “I will stop you.”

Several moments pass as I ride deeper into the wood, seeing the light reflect in the eyes of badgers, wolves, and a lynx. There are no monsters here. There are no bodies here.

Why does the geas insist I ride?

Hours pass as I ride throughout the forest in a circular pattern. The sun is near rising, but the night and the thick trees make the world seem darker than possible.

“My wood. My people. My—”

“No,” someone answers. “Not yours.”

I peer into the black night, trying to see this creature who thought to argue with me, but all I see are shadows.

A growl echoes around me, as if throngs of beasts circle me.

“Who are you?” I demand. “These are my woods. My space. My duty.”

This time the growl sounds closer, and I shiver. “No man should—”

“Not a man,” the voice agrees with a growl for punctuation. “Nor are you.”

And in a rush of fear, I realize the growls and words are from the selfsame mouth. The creature—for that was what has spoken—stays outside the halo of light, but it circles like a predator. In the shadows, I make out a human-shaped thing wearing a red cap.

“Are you the thing that killed my father?” I ask. “That attacked me?”

“Why would I do that?” it scoffs.

“Excellent question.” I let Imp prance in a full circle, watching the creature, as I think on my list of suspects. This is not any of the beastlike animals that are more common in the wood. It is not a nuckelavee, which does occasionally wander out of the river and into the forest. It is not a redcap, with bloodstained skin. It is no apparition. This is a physical creature. It speaks as a redcap might, but with an articulation common to human, not beast. The only logical answer is that this is the creature that attacked me, that killed men, that murdered my father.

“You don’t belong here,” I tell it. Whatever it is, it ought to be in Faerie. Not here. Not in our world, and most definitely not in Brimmond Wood.

“You, little wisp, dare challenge my domain?” it asks.

The creature lifts a hand as if to strike me, and I see the sharp claws that jut from its hands, as if its fingernails have grown long and been coated in precious metals. No wonder it can behead men so easily.

“This is my wood. My home.” I draw a sword with one hand and pull out a fistful of salt and seeds with the other, surprised it’s not yet attacked me. “You need to leave.”

Imp steady beneath me, I toss the salt and seeds at the beast.

It laughs, a harsh grating noise, and I see blood on its surprisingly perfect teeth as it mocks, “That won’t work on me.”

Then, it launches at me, flinging its body through the air.

My hand tightens. I’ve seen its strength, felt it toss me through the air, seen men’s heads severed, seen my father die from its strength. I brace for the attack.

Instead of attacking, the creature knocks the lantern to the ground. Glass shatters on the rocks. A brief flicker of fire is snuffed out in the wet loam and moss on the forest floor.

Too long until the sun rises to cast some light in the forest, logic reminds me.

I’ve felt the power in the beast’s arms before, and fear rises. With no light, how do I fight the creature? I will be found drained and bloodless.

I think of my theories then and blurt out, “I hunt here. My father hunted. His father. This is our wood. I am no stranger trespassing in this forest.”

The creature doesn’t answer, but it also doesn’t attack.

I dismount and draw my sword as soon as I realize as I stare at it that I can see better now than with the lantern. The harsh glare has been an obstacle. I can now see as clearly as in daylight, perhaps more so. Like my changed hearing, my vision is better. I haven’t noticed because of the lantern. Later, I can ponder. For now, I’m faced with a beast as pale as any of the bloodless corpses I’ve seen. Its hands are weapons, and its eyes look as bloodless as its flesh. Thick fur covers its lower half and chest. The beast’s arms look like a person’s.

“You look different now that I can see you clearly,” I say without meaning to. I remembered the claws differently. Fear must have clouded my memory.

“You need to stay out of the Brimmond Wood,” the creature says. “It is not safe for you here. You must hunt somewhere else.”

I glance down to see an injured deer at the feet of the creature. “I have no objection to you killing game, but you killed men. They are not food to hunt!”

It frowns. “I do not eat men.”

“Drink them. Whatever you call it,” I say. “Humans are not prey. I have vowed to kill you.”

The creature smiles at me.

“I will not let you prey on people.” I lift my sword, ready to defend against its attack. I’ve felt the strength in those arms twice now. I am admittedly afraid. “You must return to Faerie or die.”

“Faerie? Why would I go there?” The beast laughs. “What a strange thing to say. My life is here.”

“You killed men. They are not—”

“I am not a killer of men unless they threaten what’s mine, little wisp. You would do well to remember that should anything threaten you.”

“Me?”

“My Hunter. My woods.” Then it turns its back on me, as if neither I nor my weapons are of any interest. It is not striking either me or Imp. The injured deer looks up as the life slowly drains from a gash in its throat, but the creature hefts it in one hand and pulls the animal into its arms as if it weighs no more than a fox.

Why is it not attacking me this time?

The Beast of Brimmond seems almost possessive, as if I am part of its territory. How is this the killer of men? My father’s murderer? The monster that punted me into the air and held me atop my lantern’s fire?

I want to charge after it, but I cannot bring myself to strike it from behind. I should. I know I should. It murdered my father. Yet, I lower my sword as the sun rises slowly over Brimmond Wood, spilling watery light into the shadows. My vision shifts back to what has always been normal but now feels limiting. I crouch and gather the broken lamp, carefully collecting the glass shards and metal pieces.

Father would have attacked, not talked, guilt insists.

Instead, I tried to reason with the beast, asking it to leave our world. The next time, I will not let fear stop me; I will remember that although it speaks, it is a senseless killer. I’m grateful that my geas did not override my hesitancy.

I ride directly toward home, grateful to be done with patrolling, and hope for some long-delayed rest.


Chapter 25

“The Far Darrig (fear dearg), which means the Red Man, for he wears a red cap and coat, busies himself with practical joking, especially with gruesome joking.”

—Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, edited and selected by W. B. Yeats [1888]

I ride toward the house and walk into the stable next to Imp. My sister waits there. Her gaze halts me like a weapon. “You’re alive. No blood. Mother said you went out in the night and—”

“Hush.” I hug her. “You worry like an old man, Ry.”

Her arms wrap around me like she would take my burdens. “I’m glad you didn’t die last night.”

“I need to think,” I confess to her. “Spar with me?”

Rylan is already dressed for it, arms and legs wrapped in the thick leather straps that we wear when we spar. It’s not blade proof, but with a half-dull blade, it’s enough. I wonder if I ought to reconsider. I will heal whatever injury she inflicts, but the same is not true for her.

“Wraps,” Rylan orders when she sees me hesitate. “I cannot attack you if you are unprotected.”

“Compared to me, you will be. I’m faster now,” I remind her.

“If speed was the only factor, you’d have never landed a blow on Father,” she reminds me right before she tosses leather wraps at me.

They’re odd things, looking like long, winding bandages. As girls, we once wore them and pretended to be mummies. Father frowned. “Mummies are dead, though. Not walking.” At the time, it seemed the silliest response in the world. Rylan started giggling, and then Mother and I followed. Father smiled and left us to it.

Now, the memory makes me smile. “Mummies are dead,” I say lightly, catching Rylan’s eye. These are the real reasons I must succeed.

I should’ve attacked the beast, my guilt insists.

Next time. Next time I will not let fear or hope stay my sword. The geas should’ve insisted, and I cannot understand why it didn’t.

Rylan and I walk to the courtyard. Our sparring isn’t the same as polite dueling etiquette. There is no bowing, no rule other than winning. Monsters don’t follow manners, so neither the Hunter nor the Hunter-in-Training trains for polite duels.

My sister lunges at me with her sword extended just as I realize that Mother is taking coffee with Isabeau outside the manor. The Countess of Fleuriste sits in a chair someone has carried outside, and Isabeau stands beside her. I glance at them, seeing that Isabeau is wrapped in her houppelande. I know she thinks it’s a ridiculous garment, but it’s one she has always liked because she hates the cold weather. The heavy, fur-trimmed robe makes her look regal.

I pull my gaze away and try not to stare at her. I tell myself not to listen to their conversation, but I have no doubt that my mother intends for me to hear. The sound of crossed steel does little to hide their words.

“Of late, they greet the sun with weapons in hand,” the Countess of Fleuriste says mildly. “It calms Gabrielle’s moods.”

“They’re unusual ladies,” Isabeau murmurs.

“Not so different from you.” Mother pauses before adding, “You’ve grown, Your Grace. No longer the gangly child rhapsodizing over my daughter.”

“I may be less awkward, but I am still mooning, I fear,” Isabeau says softly.

I can see Mother sip her coffee silently for several moments, glancing at me with a smile that makes it clear to me that she knows I am eavesdropping.

Hunter hearing is a useful thing.

“I saw you declare interest in my daughter at the palace. I see your interest in your eyes even now,” Mother says baldly.

When Isabeau doesn’t answer, Mother continues, “I do not disapprove of you courting my child. I never did. I did not know until years later that my husband sent you away with lies when you came to court her.”

Rylan catches my shoulder with her next strike. “Eavesdropping?”

“Mother just gave Isa her blessing to court me,” I say, barely concentrating on the sword that slashes toward me. Instinct guides my body. We’ve sparred so often I think I could do it without seeing my sister. Fortunately, my father never asked me to do so.

My mother carelessly tells Isabeau, “The earl wanted her to marry a man, to bear a child, to carry on his legacy.”

“Does Rylan not have a womb for that?” Isabeau bites back.

“Both my daughters will choose their spouses,” the countess stresses.

“My apologies.” Isabeau’s voice is heavy with shame. “I simply have longed for her since . . . since I first remember. Her temper and her mind, her heart and her spirit, everything about Gabrielle is perfection.”

“Spoken like a woman in love,” the countess says plainly. “Yet I know why you come to our village, Maudite, and it was not to see my daughter. Violence brings you here.”

“Call me Isabeau, please. Not even my mother uses my title that way,” Isabeau interjects. “I would have come to see Gabrielle after I met with the Hunter.”

“Because?”

“I love her. She has my heart, and I want to make her my wife if she’ll allow me.” Isabeau’s words are so low that even with my hearing I almost miss them.

“Good. Now, let us speak of your reason for coming to Fleuriste. You seek the Hunter. Why?”

“Do you know who—”

“Of my daughters, Gabrielle is more understandable to me than Rylan. Her heart is large, and she wants to fulfill the duties that frighten her, though she denies it,” Mother continues as if the aside on Isabeau’s real reason for being in the village was never uttered. “Gabrielle is the worst of both her parents, and the best of what Rylan pretends to be.”

Awkwardly, Isabeau says, “Could we speak more of the Hunter?”

I can hear the laughter in Mother’s voice, as if an indelicate guffaw is bubbling up. She says, “We could.”

Mother stands, and with their attention on us, I focus on the fight. Rylan laughs as I land a strike on her side. She counters, sword tip almost grazing my throat, but I step to the side. “Show-off.”

“Back at you.” Rylan lunges, bringing her pommel upward as if to strike my face.

“As if!” I move out of range.

Isabeau’s words fill me with joy as she says, “They’re both good. Gabrielle says the Hunter trained her to fight. Did he train Rylan too?”

“Gabrielle trained her sister. The Hunter endangered Rylan by refusing to teach her.”

I preen at my mother’s words. I never wanted a rift between my parents, so I kept my arguments with him to myself. However, I argued bitterly that he was failing Rylan; he would not hear me. The thought of not keeping his second daughter safe filled him with grief—even as training her would make her safer.

So I did it. I taught her the drills he made me do, made her read the journals, insisted she learn weapons and poisons. I wasn’t as harsh as he was with me, but she will not be defenseless if I die.

“Please understand, Your Grace. My daughters will marry whom and when they choose. They will—as you well know—choose whose beds they enter. Or which libraries they frequent with cursed dukes.”

“She chose to join me,” Isa says awkwardly. “To be clear.”

“And I hope you left her with no regrets, Your Grace. There will be no one taking their choices from them on marriage. Not on anything I can command or influence.”

Rylan and I lower our swords as Mother lifts the end of her cane and thumps it against a metal disk that hangs over the steps to the house. The thunk of her cane against the metal makes a loud chiming noise that means all sparring comes to an instant stop. Then the countess waves us to her before returning to the interior of the manor.

I trail behind my sister, my eyes drinking in the sight of the woman who has just announced to my mother that she loves me. Although Isabeau doesn’t realize I was listening, I know Mother. She wanted me to hear that before I make my confession.

“Lady Rylan. Lady Gabrielle.” Isabeau bows to us as we approach.

“Your Grace.” Rylan curtsies, sword still in hand. She’s glistening with a thin layer of perspiration, and I make a mental reminder to ensure we do this more often so Rylan’s tolerance for battles grows longer.

“I had no idea you were so skilled in sword, too,” Isabeau says to my sister.

“My skill is minor, Your Grace. Gab is the better swordswoman. She has to be.” Rylan points toward me, forcing Isabeau to look at me finally.

“You are remarkable,” Isabeau manages to say steadily, although her voice sounds raspy.

Rylan lowers her voice as if sharing secrets. “If you want to fight, Gab favors undercuts and middle cuts.”

Isabeau laughs.

“Few men can best her,” Rylan adds before Isabeau can refuse. “Perhaps a woman might stand a chance, and if you’re going to convince her to like you, that’s your best recourse.”

I walk away as my sister flutters her lashes and declares, “She needs someone who will stand up to her, Isabeau. The weight she carries is more than is fair. It always has been.”

I begin rotating through cuts and parries as if invisible foes are about to attack from multiple directions.

“She needs a worthy partner,” Rylan stresses. “I hope you are worthy.”

I can feel Isabeau’s gaze on me as she swears, “I would treat her well if she allowed me to marry her.”

“Interesting, Your Grace. I merely meant a partner for fencing,” Rylan says in a voice that is more laughter than words. Then, before Isabeau can defend herself, Rylan hands over her sword. “We use blunt blades for practice, but steel is still deadly even without sharp edges, so don’t fence like Gabri is a lady. She’ll still break a bone or two of yours if you aren’t fast enough . . .”


Chapter 26

“But I never fled from danger . . . ! my sword lightened through the darkness of war. The stranger melted before me; the mighty were blasted in my presence.”

—The Poems of Ossian by James Macpherson [1773]

As Isabeau walks toward me, I let my gaze rake over her. Once the mere glimpse of her made me lose my words. Now, it sets fires burning in my body, especially after our intimate encounter. “Too noble to fence with me?”

“Fencing isn’t what I want most to do with you.” Isabeau prowls toward me. “I’ve been doing this since childhood. You may have bested a monster in the park and a few soldiers, but I am a duke. Trained to the sword since I could walk.”

“Same, Maudite. Same.” I let my sword point aim at the ground and wait. “You simply didn’t know.”

“Are there other things about you that I ought to know?” Isabeau unfastens her houppelande, tossing the fur-trimmed robe aside and revealing a gambeson that covers her from shoulder to the middle of her upper leg.

I swallow a wholly inappropriate thought at the glimpse of the duke’s muscular legs. I touched those, my libido murmurs appreciatively.

“Intimidated, Lady Fleuriste?”

“Assessing you.”

Isabeau pauses, sword half raised, and asks, “Share your thoughts?”

That vulnerability that leaks out sometimes makes my stomach twist oddly. “Nothing ladylike to share, Your Grace. Of that you can be certain.”

A flash of something hard comes over Isabeau’s expression. She’s clearly misunderstood. Her chin is set as she pronounces, “I assure you, Gabrielle, that I am more than adequate . . . at fencing. I did not boast untruths when last I asserted my prowess. Did I?”

“You were honest.”

Then the Duke of Maudite sets about proving her skill with a blade, attacking as if we are enemies.

After several minutes, I can say without hesitation that Isabeau is the best human fighter I’ve met. There’s a viciousness to her, a sense that she can see my next moves before they are fully present. Only the Hunter before me was this much of a challenge. I find that I must focus in a way I only did when fighting Father or faeries.

Isabeau has the same look of concentration that I know I wear. She blocks even the series of oberhau, mittelhau, mittelhau, unterhau that typically stalls casual fighters. That’s the series I drill each day for my starting and ending stretch, so my speed with that series of cuts—from above, side, side, below—tends to be harder to block.

Not for Isabeau.

I am the first to reach a draw.

Isabeau is the next.

The more we fight, the more it’s obvious that we are well matched. She fights as well as I did before Father’s death. My competitive side slips then, and I let go of the restraint I use when sparring with humans. My sword slices through the air audibly, and I let myself move at a speed that reveals that I am no longer merely human.

With the Hunter’s gifts, I am unparalleled. That truth is not arrogance; it’s simply a necessity for the Hunter. No monster is as slow as humans. So to be the one who fights them requires that there is something inside me that is not, in fact, merely human.

And she can almost keep up, a warning insists.

My Hunter’s urge wants to defeat Isabeau.

The Duke of Maudite stares at me as I step in and disarm her. We stand chest to chest, and with a press of the blade, I force Maudite to relinquish her weapon. “You were not disappointing, Your Grace,” I assure her, gazes locked and breaths mingling. “Again, I find myself more than satisfied by your talents.”

I brace for the rude words about my inhuman speed, but Isabeau isn’t looking upon me as if I am an aberration. Respect glimmers in her gaze.

“You are magnificent,” Isabeau pronounces. Then, she steps back. “Still having unladylike thoughts about my ability to—”

“Your Grace. Isabeau. My thoughts were not ones of doubt.” I keep my voice pitched low as I make my confession: “It was not uncharitable thoughts that stilled my lips. I find you beautiful and talented, and I’ve wanted to spar with you since we were children.”

“Oh . . .”

“Anyone who is fool enough to look upon you with anything less than praise should hope not to meet me in the dark,” I add, hoping a lighter tone will make her smile because right now the duke looks completely dumbfounded by my words. “You are worth more than one look, Your Grace. I was enjoying looking.”

“I thought—”

“You fight well, especially for a noble,” I add.

“You fight better than any man in the Royal Guard,” Isabeau says, sounding awed. “You . . . you are good enough to guard the queen herself. Is that your secret? Do you plan to choose a life of service? I would still want to court you.”

“No.” I stare at her, wishing briefly for another destiny, and in a guilty flicker, even wishing that this obligation fell to my sister, anything but be the Hunter. I know that I will never have the life of a normal noblewoman, but for a heartbeat, I dream.

I reach into one of my pockets. The weight of the letter I clutch in my hand seems more than mere parchment and ink should ever be able to contain. All my childhood dreams are about to die.

I hold it so Isabeau can see her own seal.

“Why do you have that?” Isabeau asks, eyes wide in panic. “Did the Hunter—”

“The village of Fleuriste is where missives are sent for the Hunter,” I say softly, my voice as gentle as if I were facing a wolf in the forest. “The Hunter is why you came to the village, was it not?”

“Yes, but—”

“It seems like such a thin ruse, one no one ought to believe . . . There is magic at play, of course, keeping mortal minds from realizing the truth.” I hold Maudite’s gaze. “The letters to the Hunter come here.”

“The Hunter is a man,” Isabeau protests. “You said he trained you, not that you—”

“He did. My father trained me because being the Hunter is a hereditary obligation, Your Grace. He did train me, not to guard the queen or to join the Wächter. He trained me to kill monsters after he died.”

“You said you knew his daughter,” she mutters.

“I do know his daughter. My sister is his daughter . . . as I am.” I fight to keep my voice steady, to not cry out that I want her to still love me. I keep my gaze fixed solidly on Isabeau’s. “When one Hunter dies, the gifts pass to the next. My father had no sons. He died, Isa. He died at the hand of the Beast of Brimmond, and I changed. Much like titles in the peerage, this duty is inherited. I am the H—”

“No! You cannot be.” Isabeau shakes her head, as if she rejects reality. She takes a step toward me. Her eyes are wide as she snatches the letter and starts to shred it into fine pieces that drift to our feet.

Her actions change nothing. The magic is in accepting the task, not in the parchment. Softly, I remind her, “I accepted your request, Isabeau. I am bound now by magic to hunt the beast or die trying.”

“No. No . . . you cannot . . . This cannot be.” She looks around us as if there is some escape, but this is not a physical threat, not right now. “You cannot be in danger because of my actions.”

“I am not.” I capture her hand and squeeze. “I am in danger because I was born for this duty.”

“I withdraw my request. There must be magic to stop—”

“There isn’t. There’s nothing save death that breaks a geas.” I let her pull me into an embrace, even as I hold a sword at my side still. “If it comforts you, know that I was already hunting the Beast of Brimmond. It killed my father. I met the creature for the third time last night. Spoke to it. It stood there with a dead deer in hand; maybe it was satisfied with its prey and so didn’t bother to take me, too. But I saw it and spoke to it. I have been hunting it, and I have accepted your request, Your Grace.”

“The queen can surely absolve you of this request,” Isabeau says hurriedly, still looking ill. “I don’t know why you think you are the H—”

“Hunter. That’s my secret, Isa, the one I had to tell you.” I step out of her arms and drop my sword to the ground. “Because I trained for this the last decade, Isabeau. Because when my father passed, I whispered the words that call the Hunter’s magic, and they worked. I woke shivering in the night. My body has . . . changed. The gifts that come with the title and task have come to me. I am not this fast with the sword only because of the reasons most are. I did not disarm the soldiers in the park idly. I am preternaturally fast now because I am the Hunter.”

Isabeau takes several stumbling steps away from me, staring at me in horror.

Her expression breaks my heart into tiny, sharp pieces. The pain of her rejection drives those pieces into my chest, making each breath hurt. But in the middle of it, I want to ease her pain. I step forward, reaching out to her, not sure what to do with the dismay in Isabeau’s gaze. “I refused your interest because I am the—”

“I absolve you.” Isabeau repeats frantically, “I absolve you.”

Her gaze falls upon the countess and Rylan where they now wait at the door to the house. “Lady Fleuriste! Your daughter thinks she’s the Hunter.”

“She is the Hunter, as was her father, and his father before him. My daughters do not lie, Your Grace.” Mother’s expression is gleaming with pride that warms my chilling sorrow. “Nor do they back away from challenges. This creature will fall to her, and so will the next. So it will be until she dies as her father, and his father, and so forth have done.”

“And if she has no child to take up the task, I will take on this duty when she dies,” Rylan adds. “We are Fleuristes. We serve Alveus by safeguarding it with our blades and blood.”

“You are noblewomen,” Isabeau gasps out, as if she herself is not. She looks between us as if we are all unwell, and then without a word, she pivots and storms toward the stable.

A cry slips from my lips. Tears roll unimpeded from my eyes. All my fears about loving her came true. She has rejected me.

“She’ll come around,” Mother says, giving me the same iron-spined glance that she once gave me when Rylan and I crept into the kitchen and ate all the desserts in the middle of the night. She pronounces the words like she can bend the world to her demands. I wish I still thought she could.

“Mother . . .” I feel as if my heart is in my throat, choking me. I thought I was ready for Isabeau’s rejection, but I feel like my heart has been cleaved in half. Hunts before hearts. Father’s voice ripples in my memory. Hunts before health, home, and happiness. I try to convince myself that I can live that way, but the taste of heaven I have had was not enough. I want more. I want Isabeau in my life forever.

Mother continues, “And whether Maudite likes it, she’s hired you to hunt this beast. You’ll hunt. You’ll succeed. And she’ll pay.” The countess shakes her head. “Your oath is sacred. You accepted the request. There’s no way to stop now. You’re oath bound. You can’t stop—even at her request.”

“I know.” I watched my father try to resist it once. He couldn’t sleep, couldn’t stop pacing, couldn’t keep the mission from his lips or sword hand. “I felt it when I opened her letter and decided.”

“Whether or not Maudite agrees, you will hunt now. Magic will compel you. She sent the summons, and you accepted. There are no other choices for either of you.” Mother sighs softly and glances toward the stable. “Foolish duke, invoking a geas and then thinking a person can ignore that geas.”

I’m not sure what to say to that. I stand there, unsure whether I ought to try to comfort Isabeau or carry on with my life. I look at my mother, who taps her cane on the ground.

In a gentle voice she says, “I cried when your father told me what he was.” Mother shakes her head. “Of course, he also offered to make me his mistress to spare our children this burden, as if they would be exempt because he had a wife before me.”

I’ve never heard this story until today. “What did you do?”

“I slapped him and told him if he so much as considered looking at another woman, I’d carve his heart out with my soup spoon.” Mother preens. “We were married soon after.”

“Father was a lucky man to be loved by you,” I whisper.

“He was.” The Countess of Fleuriste nods. “I understand your fears and hers, but perhaps you should speak to Her Grace about her fears, rather than simply speak of beasts and slaying. Sometimes loving a Hunter means accepting an inevitable fate that . . .” Her voice wavers. “I married the man knowing he’d die before me, knowing I was sentencing a child to die—my child. I still would not change that decision. I would not surrender one day as his wife or your mother. This was the cost of my joy, and maybe I am selfish to have destined you to this fate, Gabrielle, but I feel no repentance for the choices I made.”

“Nor should you.”

“Tell her that. Tell her that she can love you while you live,” Mother orders.

I glance in the direction Isabeau has gone. “I cannot be other than the Hunter. I refused to agree to court her until she knew my secret. I never meant to cause her sorrow.”

“Well, of course you didn’t.” Mother gives me an indulgent smile. “Go talk to her, Gabrielle. You owe her that much. I will not say you must accept her as a spouse or a lover, but after you speak, if she can accept you? Why would you not? I know your heart. You look at her as I looked at your father.”

“She hasn’t departed,” Rylan adds. “She fled to the stable in worry or shock. That’s not abandoning you, so don’t give up on her. Go talk to her.”

As I stare in the direction Isabeau fled, I try to quash the flare of hope in my heart. To have a spouse who wants me, who accepts me, who loves me . . . is that possible?


Chapter 27

“Sometimes [the faeries] contrived to induce, by their fair and winning ways, unwary men and women to go with them.”

—The Folk-Lore of the North-East of Scotland by Walter Gregor [1881]

I follow Isabeau into the stable. The sweet scent of horses, straw, and hay meet me with the usual result of easing my worry. The four men who currently work there glance at me.

“Take the morning with your families. Travel together.” I smile at them.

They all nod and then leave without a word, and I am grateful that the villagers who cycle in and out of service at the manor are bound by magic to silence. I know Isabeau hears me. She watches me as she paces next to her horse like she’s a vicious thing, and I cannot help the flutter of worry that comes over me at the sight of her agitation.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I say softly. “I wanted to tell you before we . . . before . . . but I was selfish. I was impulsive, and . . . I am sorry.”

“That we were intimate?”

“No, but I am sorry that I am not the person you thought I was,” I correct. I give her a wry smile. “How could anyone regret being in your arms?”

“I will speak to the queen. Surely, a geas can be withdrawn by some act,” Isabeau begins. “Your curse—”

“I am not cursed.” I step into her path. “My father thought I could pass this obligation to someone else if I married. He chose a husband for me and . . .” I give her a smile. “I told you how that went. My body didn’t sing with him. My heart didn’t thrill. I was already in love with someone else.”

“I cannot accept this, Gabrielle.”

“I cannot change how I feel, but I forgive you of your words of marriage,” I say quickly. “I will not trap you.”

Isabeau grabs me, hands firm on my shoulders. “I cannot accept that you are the Hunter. I am beyond grateful that you love me.”

I shake my head as a bitter laugh bursts out. “There’s nothing to accept. You saw me fight, Isabeau. You felt me defeat you. You know I can find whatever creature is slaying—”

“You continue to misunderstand me, now.”

I pull out of her hold and walk away from her. I feel like my heart beats in my throat as I tell her, “The only way I stop being the Hunter is if I die.”

“No.” Isabeau approaches me, stalking toward me not unlike a predator. My body thrills at the aggression radiating off her, unable to control the possessive surge inside me. She feels like an equal, a person I could have and hold. She says, “I would burn the world to keep you safe, love.”

Hearing her call me “love” in that moment sends a frisson of hope through me. The words I want to say tumble together, but no sound parts my lips.

Isabeau stops in front of me. “I do not doubt your strength or your ability. I simply do not want anything to hurt you, especially because I asked you to hunt this creature. I intend to marry you, to cherish you, and I cannot stand being responsible for your death or injury.”

I step backward. It’s either that or I leap into her arms, and I doubt anything would be resolved by having relations with her instead of conversation. “I don’t know that marrying you is wise, Isa—”

“Liar.” She gives me the same arrogant smile that has always made me want to swoon. “You said I needed to hear your secret first. I have heard it.”

“You ran,” I whisper.

“For a moment, love. I wanted to lock you away. I would claw a moat in the ground with my bare hands. Fill the water with venomous serpents.” She cups my cheek in her palm. “I am filled with panic, Gabrielle. This monster kills.”

“Yes, it attacked me in the forest. You were there, after,” I confess.

“I thought you fell.” She crushes me in her embrace. “Never lie to me again. Swear it.”

“I swear.”

We stand in silence a moment until I pull back and ask, “Are you certain? About still wanting to be with me?”

“Absolutely.” Her hand darts out, catching my hip in her hold. I am certain my bones are melting under the heat in her eyes as she says, “Do you know how often I dwell on the memory of every time I have touched you? Every conversation? Every time you laughed? Each serious explanation of some research or . . .”

She leans forward to kiss me, and I turn my head. Her lips brush my cheek.

She says, “I have always wanted you at my side. You were my first kiss. I watched you for months, but my tongue was like a weight when I tried to speak to you. Your clever sister arranged to meet me that first night, and I went thinking she was going to tell me how to talk to you. Instead, you were there.”

Isabeau steps forward. I will either be chest to chest with her or retreat. I back up into an empty—and clean—horse stall.

“I tried to tell you what I felt with my hands and my lips, with those tiny flowers you liked so much.” Isabeau shakes her head. “I crawled on my hands and knees plucking those so often. My love couldn’t want roses or some other huge blossom. You had to like the smallest of blossoms.”

“Yet you still picked such huge bouquets of them.” I smile at the memory of her mud-covered, grass-stained gowns. “I pressed many of them in books.”

“Let me love you.” She stares at me, and I think I can see the immensity of her feelings in her eyes. “I can show you how I feel even when I don’t say the right words.”

I shudder at the flood of need that fills me as she steps closer. All because of her gaze, that’s all she has to do to make my body feel molten. I still back away from her again. “I know how you feel, Isa.”

Isabeau steps closer. “Do you need my words then? I have no flowers, but I can tell you everything if you need assurances. I sent you a microscope. That man in Regina Centrum? The ocularist you liked?”

“Sir Bartholomew?”

“You named a grotesque on my home after him. I was jealous, but I sent you that microscope.” Her hand curls possessively around my hip.

“We were no longer speaking then.”

Isabeau shrugs. “And yet, I still wanted to lock you in my castle and guard over you. I thought if I could keep you there, you would accept my offer of marriage eventually.”

“I never heard your offer,” I remind her.

“Hearing that monsters will try to hurt you . . .” Isabeau makes an angry sound. “I would build a tower and lock you away from any claw or fang. That’s what I was thinking when I ran. I want to build walls to keep every threat away from you. And in our tower, I will ravish you over and over until you promise not to fight them.”

Despite my resolve, I gasp at the thought of it. “I would escape, Your Grace. Your temper changes nothing about the geas. I hunt, Maudite. It’s who I am until my death. I must seek out the faeries that are not to be in our world, and I must kill them. That is my destiny. If you cannot accept that, we cannot be together.”

“When I am awake and you hunt, I must be at your side,” Isabeau demands. “I will protect you. I will make you mine.” She puts her hand on her heart. “I feel like you always have been mine.”

I lift my chin, feeling like I am negotiating a surrender. “I like the ravishing part of your plan, but I cannot shirk my duties because you want to treat me like a noblewoman.”

“If I can make you beg, you will stay in my home, and I will accompany you in the daylight hours when you hunt.” Isabeau’s hand tightens on my hip like she is trying to brand her skin into mine. “Say yes, love.”

“I will agree to stay at your castle when I am not at my home. My weapons are all here, though,” I explain, although I carefully avoid mentioning that she will be abed in the hours when I must hunt. “You can move into my manor, too.”

“Yes.” She brushes her nose against my throat and gently bites. “I cannot be apart from you, not if you are in peril.”

“I want to kiss—”

The rest of my sentence is lost under Isabeau’s mouth. She sways toward me, and I am in her arms where I want to be. This time there is no hesitation. I melt into her embrace.

When I jerk back to stare at Isabeau’s lust-blown eyes, my voice sounds raw. “I cannot give you an heir or be the duchess you deserve. I’m afraid I am not what you need. If I say yes, and I fail you—”

“I know what I need, love. I need you. I always have. I want to be at your side as you research or hunt or sleep.” Isabeau presses me back to the wall. “Don’t run away from me because I am worried about you.”

Isabeau puts one palm flat on the wood and crowds close.

I draw a shaky breath. “I could escape right now if I wanted.”

“I’d let you if you wanted to flee, but . . .” Her lips are against my throat again, and this time I tilt to give her better access. Her words are warm against my skin as she says, “You want to be here as much as I do.”

The question hovers there, so I assure her, “I do, but you cannot simply seduce me every time you panic or I do.”

“Why not?” Her leg presses between mine. “I like seducing you.”

“You are impossible.”

“Maybe, but I assure you that I feel like we are very possible. Probable. Certain even.” Isabeau unwinds the long leather strap that protected my arm from shoulder to wrist. When she reaches the end, she says, “Hold this. I have a future bride to seduce.”

I laugh, but I still comply, curious about her intention as Isabeau makes short work of the other strap of my armor. “I cannot think about marriage. I want you in my bed, in my life, but I cannot think about forever right now.”

Ignoring my words, Isabeau tosses the ends that I don’t hold over the wall and loops them around a post. “I like this armor.”

I feel foolish holding the ends of the leather protective garb in my hands. “Do you want these, too?”

“My innocent love.” Isabeau takes them and wraps the leather around my wrists several times like manacles.

I allow it. I’m not sure what she intends, but I am intrigued. “Agree that you will not try to tell me I cannot hunt when you aren’t with me.”

“I will not. I will worry, love. You cannot ask me to stop worrying,” she says, pausing to stare into my eyes.

“Worry is acceptable.”

“May I unwrap your legs, Gabrielle?”

“Yes . . . ? I don’t understand why my wrists are held fast.” I glance at them.

She chuckles. “You said I could ravish you.” Isabeau caresses my cheek. “After I saw you fight that first time in the park, I decided I would dance with each noblewoman until I found you. I thought I finally found someone to replace you in my heart . . . only to find you again.”

“Isa.”

“Imagine my surprise. My mystery woman was still you, the same woman I’ve craved for a decade.” Isabeau kisses the edge of my mouth. “You are the only one. No matter how many women I kissed, they were not the one I needed. They weren’t you.”

For a moment I say nothing. Then, I admit, “I hated them. I hated you sometimes.”

“I am sorry I didn’t fight for us. I never felt like I was enough for you, and when your father said you told him to send me away . . .”

“I wept that you never offered for me.”

“But I did. I am. I always will be here, a supplicant hoping for your love.” Isabeau drops to her haunches and begins to unwrap the leather that curls around my legs. She pauses to press kisses to my skin. When she reaches the top, she brushes her knuckles over the juncture of my thighs.

“You have it. My love. My body. My heart.”

“Do I?” Isabeau straightens. “I want you to hold on to these straps, love. If you can’t obey, I cannot please you.” She directs my hands over my head. “Look how your breasts stand up to greet me.”

“Isabeau . . .”

“I want you to know that you belong to me, as much as I belong to you,” Isabeau says, voice louder now. She leans down and drags her teeth over my nipples.

I gasp.

Isabeau nips the curve of my breast, my throat, the other breast. Each scrape of teeth makes me squirm and arch. “Did Girard make you sound like that, Gabrielle? He spoke to you so familiarly. It was him, was it not? You admitted to a lover . . .”

“An unsatisfactory one,” I remind her.

“Did he make you sound desperate?”

“No.”

“Good.” Isabeau looks proud. “Do you like my teeth on you?”

“Yes. Do you like that, too?”

“Later, if you want, you can find out.” Isabeau holds my gaze as she lowers her hand to slip under my skirt. My eyes roll back as Isabeau slides her fingertips over the now wet flesh between my legs.

“You will not evade me again. Tell me, love. Do you like the feel of my hand here? Did you want this even when you left me after refusing my vow?”

“Perhaps,” I confess in a trembling voice.

“I’ve only just begun to show you how much you mean to me. It will take a lifetime to fully explain, love. A woman requires time, attention, patience,” Isabeau explains, before leaning in to tease first one and then the other nipple with her teeth and tongue again. At the same time, she presses her soaking fingers against the spot that made me whimper when we were together in the city. Slowly at first and then faster, she circles until I bite my lip to hold in noises.

Then Isabeau stops.

I whimper, leaning toward her.

Isabeau brushes a tender kiss over my mouth, and I release my grip on the straps overhead. As soon as I lower my arms, she stops kissing me.

“These hands are to stay where I put them.” She takes my wrists in her hands and raises my arms.

Once I grip the leather armor again, Isabeau’s hands trail over my arms, my breasts, my sides, and she orders, “Tell me that you will marry me, love. Admit you are mine.”

“You are rushing me.”

“I’ve waited a decade, thinking you rejected me,” Isabeau reminds me. “Yet you were always mine, weren’t you?”

“I am no one’s possession.” A part of me wants to belong to Isabeau. A part of me has always wanted that, from our first meeting to our dance at the ball, to the moment I held her letter to the Hunter in hand.

“Mine,” she repeats.

“I am only possessed by someone I can possess in return,” I whisper in a voice that’s barely there. I want this. I want forever. I am afraid, though, and she knows it.

“There has never been a time I was not yours,” Isabeau swears. Then after a wicked smirk, the Duke of Maudite leans in and sniffs my body, like a hunting dog savoring a scent. In the next moment, her mouth is pressed to that already sensitive place, and her tongue, chin, and whole mouth seem intent on making me feel like I am racing toward a cliff inside my own body, as if a pressure is building, and then . . . stops.

Isabeau stops.

She waits until my breathing calms, and then she leans in again.

Over and over, she urges me toward the joy that follows that precipice, and each time, she stops.

I am trembling, whimpering, and she is relentless.

“Promise me, love.” Isabeau’s tongue lashes out against me. “That’s all you need to do to keep me from stopping the next time. Admit you want to be my wife as much as I want to be yours.”

“Please, Maudite. Please don’t stop,” I gasp. “Not this time.”

Isabeau looks up at me questioningly. Her fingers are curled inside me, and her face is glistening with wetness.

“Damn you. Please. Please don’t stop, Isabeau. I will agree to court you.” I know that a courtship with the duke is the same as a promise of marriage, but I cannot start planning a future until I know if I can survive the hunt for the Beast of Brimmond.

The already fast pace of Isabeau’s tongue and hand speed to a frenetic one, and when I reach that precipice this time, the world explodes inside me. Every muscle in my legs gives out, and if not for the straps that I clutch like a lifeline, I would surely crush Isabeau under my falling body.

“Let go of the straps, love. I have you.” Isabeau wraps her arms around me.

I do so, unsure if I can hold on longer anyhow. I feel boneless. As I curl into Isabeau’s arms, I am surprised to hear a deep noise, like a particularly content cat.

“Are you purring?”

“It happens occasionally,” Isabeau says gruffly.

“Do you like when people—”

“Women. Only women,” Isabeau corrects. “Now, though, only you.”

“When women do that to you?” I stretch, feeling like I need to either nap or touch Isabeau. “Could I do that to—”

“Others? No.” Isabeau’s words end with a deep growl.

“To you, Isa. I want to make you feel this way, no one else, Your Grace. Only you, Isabeau.”

The Duke of Maudite smiles. “I like my name on your lips.”

“I like your lips on my body.”

Isabeau stares at me in seeming shock for a moment, and then she barks a laugh. “I will ask the countess for your hand, Gabrielle Fleuriste. I will ask the queen. I will—”

“Ask me, perhaps?”

“Fine. I’ll ask you again and again, too. And if you try to say no, I will seduce you over and over until you cannot refuse me.” Isabeau stares at me with a still hungry gaze.

I roll my eyes. “Oh no. How awful for me!”

Isabeau’s eyes darken with a familiar glint. “I will seduce you either way. Every way. You will never want to leave me.”

“I never have wanted to leave you. I was trying to protect you from worry, from lacking an heir, from being a widow too young,” I try to explain. “I was afraid you wouldn’t want me if you knew my future.”

“Protect my heart, love, by letting me love you. That’s all I need.” Isabeau stares at me with the intensity that makes others think she is dangerous.

“Love me, then. I am yours.”

“I do love you,” Isabeau says.

“I know.” I feel my cheeks burn. “You’ve said as much to me, but the Hunter has better hearing than regular people. I heard you tell my mother. You would not lie to her.”

I stand and scoop up a blanket from the stack nearest Clatterbuck. We could go into the house, but I want to stay right where we are, exist in this small bubble. The monsters are asleep, and I am dressed enough for anyone who would come into the stable.

I feel Isabeau’s gaze locked on me as I spread a blanket over a few broken bales of hay. I pat it.

“I am not tired,” Isabeau objects. “I will stand guard and—”

“My home is safe, Isabeau. This is the Hunter’s home, and it has been for generations.” I stretch out. “Come stay with me.”

Isabeau stands for a moment before awkwardly reclining.

After a moment I ease closer and rest my head on her chest.

“I have not done this.” Isabeau’s voice is barely more than a whisper. “Held someone to sleep after . . .”

“I will expect more of this,” I say sleepily. “I like it.”

“I like it, too,” Isabeau whispers.

“Then we will do this after I touch you, too,” I announce, and then I close my eyes in her arms as I rest. The monster is still out there. Isabeau is still cursed—or being drugged or sick somehow. I don’t know, but I will.

Despite that, everything seems easier now that I have told her my secret. Nothing can tear me away from her. Not now. Not this time.


Chapter 28

“But if one put a slight upon them, or in any way incurred their displeasure, they were not slow in taking revenge.”

—The Folk-Lore of the North-East of Scotland by Walter Gregor [1881]

The cost of spending the night hunting the beast is that I sleep longer than I intend, and when I wake, Isabeau is staring back at me with something like wonder on her face. She takes my mouth in a kiss that threatens to roll toward more, but I pull away.

Gently, I remind her, “I have a monster to hunt.”

I sit upright and stretch. Resting on the soft cushion of half-opened bales of hay made for deep sleep, and that has left me clearer of mind. So, too, has talking to Isabeau—but it has also left me with questions. “Do you have more of your current tonic?”

Isabeau frowns. “Why?”

“I want to see what’s in it.” I roll my shoulders. A few hours of rest don’t replace a full night’s sleep, although I need far less rest as the Hunter than I have for most of my life. “I want to go into the village and consult my physician.”

“About my tonic?”

“I’m not convinced you’re truly cursed,” I say carefully.

“I am unconscious as soon as darkness falls.”

“What if that’s because of the tonic? Perhaps one of the new ingredients makes you sleep. Perhaps something in it disagrees with you, and that’s why you think you are cursed.” I sigh at the expression she has now, confusion and doubt vying in her features. “Curses are rare, Isabeau. If you are truly cursed, the timing matches when the monster started attacking. I need to know more.”

“That first death was also the same day my father died,” Isabeau points out. “His death is a more likely reason for my curse. Curses are often familial. The dowager duchess explained it to me. Perhaps it only afflicts some family members, and when he died, it fell to me.”

“Was he cursed? His sister? Your cousin Alaric?” I fire questions at her. Then I gently remind her, “This is who I am, Isabeau. I figure out mysteries tied to the faeries, and I stop the faeries who are hurting people.”

“My father did not have this curse. Nor does my mother. Or the queen.” Isabeau frowns.

“So why do you?” I am careful in my questions, but I do not see how she’s not asked these same things—unless it’s a function of the curse itself. Faeries are treacherous beasts, so it is not impossible that they’ve woven something into the framework of the curse to stop questions. The magic around the Hunter prevents many questions, I think. That magic was written by faeries as part of the treaty.

“Do you feel different since the curse?” I prod. “What if you miss your tonic?”

“I do not miss it.” Isabeau shakes her head, but her expression makes her opinion on skipping it exceedingly clear. “I have never. I must drink it.”

More magic? Or addiction to something in the tonic? Compulsion magic is treacherous stuff, but so is poppy juice. Is that what’s in her tonic? Is her curse actually simple medicine? I ponder what it means as we walk together to the manor and go inside, where my mother and sister are waiting. They have books in hand, but their expressions are expectant.

“Am I to finally begin planning your wedding?” Mother asks.

“Eventually,” I allow. “The mission . . .”

“. . . comes first,” Mother and Rylan both finish. They are smiling, though, and I feel a bit awkward that we are all discussing my romantic life. Fortunately, Isabeau looks happy, rather than put off by their involvement.

“Welcome to our family, Your Grace,” Mother says, coming to her feet. “I shall speak to Cook about the midday meal. Come. Let her know your opinions.”

“Mother.” I shake my head. “I must go to the village. I need to see Maria.”

“You seem uninjured,” Mother says, studying me. “And you have no need of a birth inhibitor.”

The thought of discussing pregnancy is not welcome, but I add, “There are other areas Maria can address. I want to know what’s in Isabeau’s tonic. Nothing in the journals says that any curse is altered by tonics.”

Isabeau frowns at this.

“I want to speak to Henry, Polly, and Nolan, as well as Anders.” I would’ve already shared my recent conversation with them if not for my distraction with the woman who holds my heart. “They have been parsing evidence with me.”

Rylan joins our conversation with, “Anders stops by at midday after her morning patrol. She ought to be here soon.”

“You know her schedule well.” I focus on my sister’s burning cheeks. I will have questions for her later.

“The soldiers can escort you to the village,” Rylan adds as she closes her book. “Although I suppose you aren’t yet bound by the Hunter’s draconian restrictions, Your Grace. Some of us have to ask permission to leave the manor.”

After Rylan leaves to check for the soldiers, I pull Isabeau aside and lead her to the guest room where she slept last night. I have a plan, and I know she’s not going to like it. “Give me one of your vials, Isabeau. I want to take it to Maria. If it was the beast that cursed you, this might give me a clue.”

Isabeau frowns. “I want to help you.”

“Then give me the tonic,” I ask again.

“If I do, I must stay here rather than go to the village. If I am near you, I will take it from you or the physician.” Isabeau looks embarrassed. “I cannot stop the compulsion to drink it.”

“You looked as if you would lift the partial vial from the dung,” I say, my tone half asking whether that was true.

“I was waiting for you to look away. I know that the thought of lifting it from horse shit and putting that container to my lips is foul. I know it.” Isabeau looks at me in alarm. “I would’ve, though. Why?”

“Curses are a sort of magic, possibly similar to the magic that prevents people from guessing the Hunter’s name. People willingly ignore the evidence that would have them guess the Hunter’s name. My family has always been the Hunter, yet the secret remains. Magic is powerful.” I take her hand in mine. “Tell me where it is, and I will take the vial and go. I’ll be back by evening. You’ll be safe here.”

She nods. “In my pocket.”

“Of?”

“My breeches.” She trembles, and I recognize it as a mix of fear and compulsion. “These breeches.”

Quickly I step closer and kiss her. At the same time, I dart a hand into her pocket and steal the vials.

As I pull away, she grabs my wrist. “Both? You took both?”

“I’ll bring the second one back if I can,” I promise. With the arm she’s not holding, I make a fist and press that arm sideways across her chest like a bar. I push her backward. “Release my arm, my love.”

“I am trying,” she whispers.

I toss the vials behind me into the hallway, where they land with a clatter, and Isabeau tries to dash past me after them. I grab her and kiss her forcefully, walking her backward toward the bed.

When I pull back, I say, “I love you. I’ll be back. Please try to stay here until I leave the manor. This magic is stronger than I expected.”

I run out of the room and pull the door shut with a loud bang. Holding it closed, I calmly say, “Close the bar on the door, Your Grace. You don’t want to chase me.”

I hear the metal fall in place, but I also hear her say, “I do. I do want to chase you.”

“You will not. Not if you want me to be your bride,” I say steadily. “Do you want to marry me, Isabeau?”

“Yes.” Her voice is breaking on that one word. “I do.”

“Then do not chase me.” I scoop up the vials and race down the stairs and outside, where a startled Rylan stands with Anders. “Guard the house. No patrols this evening. I’ll send the rest of the unit to the house.”

Then I’m off to the stable and on my way to the village to see Maria.

Uncharacteristically, Maria is sitting outside when I walk toward her cottage. Her sun-browned face is tilted upward, and she’s barefoot. Eyes still closed, she greets as I approach, “Hunter.”

“How did you know it was me?”

“No one else would approach me so quietly.” One eye opens and takes me in. “How is Her Grace?”

My mouth gapes open. “How . . .”

Maria cackles joyously. “Girard told me she was here, Hunter.”

I hold out the two vials I carried here. “This is her tonic. I need to know what it is.”

“She gave that to you?” Maria pushes to standing and shoves her feet into her worn brown brogues.

“More or less,” I hedge. “She allowed me to take it after I shared my doubts on her curse.”

Maria nods and leads me inside. I sit while she sets up a microscope and a few glass tubes. She’s quiet as she sniffs, separates samples, and tests.

“Saint-John’s-wort.” She lifts one glass. “Smell. The orange fragrance.”

I lean in. “I guess. I mostly smell the dirty-feet smell.”

“Valerian root.”

“Two sleeping herbs?” I ask.

“Three. Poppy extract.” She gestures to a tube that’s turned a different color. “I had to use a bit of magic to separate and find the pieces. Purchased magic.”

“I was afraid it was poppy,” I admit with a sigh. “Send the bill and your list to replace over to the manor. We’ll replace whatever you need.”

Maria starts to dispose of the samples and tests as I try not to think about why a mother would drug her child. Unless she doesn’t know? That is the best hope. Why, then, would the Maudite physician? Why make Isabeau think she’s cursed? Why drug her?

“Fire?” Maria asks, gesturing at the pile of chemicals and remains of the tonic in the belly of her unlit firebox.

I hold my hand out, palm down, and set fire to the mess. Maria seals the firebox. The smoke from the noxious mess will be carried away on the breeze; it’s safer than discarding the poison nearby where children or animals could get exposed to it.

“Did Father ever use any other Hunter’s magic for your work? Or just fire?” I ask.

“When your mother was ill after the last pair of babes. He stopped her bleeding,” Maria says quietly. “She’d have died if not.”

“Oh.”

“They were too small to survive, but he tried to save them, too.” Maria stares at the compounds in her tubes. “Your duke is trusting. The tonic is good for easing stomach complaints. I presume that was the original reason for it—strengthen and easing digestion—but most of the rest is to keep her calm or make her sleep. The ingredients are as addictive as liquor, more so the longer she drinks it.”

I feel my shoulders slump, thinking about her urge to take the vial even after it was covered in excrement. Addictive poison. I must tell Isabeau that her mother lied to her, and I don’t relish the thought. At all.

I ask, to be sure I understand, “So there’s no curse?”

“That’s not for me to say.” Maria dumps the first vial. “What I can share is that this is to keep her from waking. Beyond that . . .” She shrugs. “The duke is drinking medicine, dangerous medicine. If you were to drink this, I suspect you’d be fine. If I did? My heart would slow and eventually stop.”

I shiver. There are a lot of poisons I hold in the manor, but each has an antidote. I thank Maria and rush home to tell Isabeau she is not cursed. What the dowager duchess knows is still a mystery, but this, at the least, is good news.

Inside the manor I don’t pause to speak to anyone. I rush upstairs to see my love. I push open the unbarred door, and I call out, “Isabeau?”

The casement is flung open, and the cold night air flows into the room. The bed is empty, but her things are still in the room. I walk around the bed, thinking she could have fallen or . . . whatever foolish explanation I can muster to explain why she’s missing.

“Isabeau?” I stare out the window into the darkened wood.

She is not there. Did the addiction to the tonic make her go to the village? Was she passing there as I was coming home? Or is she simply enjoying the stars now that she’s awake?

I return to the main level of the manor. “Mother? Have you seen Isabeau?”

“She was agitated after our evening meal and went to her room early,” Mother says with a frown. “I expect she’s in her bed by now. The curse—”

“Is a lie. The reason she sleeps at night is the new tonic. It’s not her herbs that she used to take as a child. It now has several powerful sleeping medicines. Without it, tonight, she’s awake. The curse was supposedly the reason she was sleeping, but without the tonic, she’s not sleeping. She’s not there.”

We enlist Rylan and the staff. Together, we search the house and the stable, and I am left with no recourse but to take Imp into the forest. People don’t vanish, not like this. Two thoughts wrestle in my mind: Is Isabeau in danger from the Beast of Brimmond? Or a very bizarre thought strikes me: Could she somehow be the Beast? Both thoughts fill me with fear.

“Does she have sleep-wandering troubles that the Maudite physician strives to treat with the new version of her tonic?” Mother asks carefully as she follows me to the stable. “Could this be a case of someone trying to poison her? Some people do not like that she is a woman and a duke . . .”

“Perhaps.” I feel like poisoning is the least deadly possibility. “If so, if she walks in her sleep, she’s in peril now. We know there’s something in the night.” The saddle is now on Imp, and I am ready to find Isabeau. “I need to . . .” My gaze finds Mother’s. “There is another reason she might be in the woods at night, a valid reason to drug her if she . . . if Isa . . .”

“You aren’t hunting her, Gabri,” Mother says gently. “Don’t let fears cloud your mind, child.”

I nod, but I feel like my world is collapsing. My voice is a fragment of a whisper as I ask, “Do any curses turn people into beasts?”

“Yes, but—”

“Perhaps the curse isn’t that she sleeps. Perhaps the curse is transformation.” I think of my difficulty identifying the creature. Could it be because it was hiding under the human face of my beloved?

The possibility is too horrific to imagine. Is my lover, my intended, the creature that killed my father? Is she the murderer in the night? Or is she out there, staring at the stars or insensible in the pains of missing her tonic? Is my beloved easy prey for the Beast of Brimmond? Or is she my quarry?


Chapter 29

“The Duergar are described as being of low stature, with short legs and long arms, reaching almost down to the ground when they stand erect. [c] They are skilful and expert workmen in gold, silver, iron, and the other metals.”

—The Fairy Mythology Illustrative of the Romance and Superstition of Various Countries by Thomas Keightley [1870]

After searching Brimmond Woods for hours and stopping in the village of Fleuriste three separate times, I return to the manor unsuccessful. I am pondering if I can station the soldiers at the manor and ride to Maudite Castle. Perhaps Isabeau went there in search of her tonic. Knowing it has an addictive nature makes that a real possibility. I could ride there and—

Isabeau is sleeping in her horse’s stall, curled up like a child in a calm dream. The sun is spilling across the sky, and the duke is nestled in the hay alongside her fearsome horse.

“Isa?” I walk closer to her. “Isabeau!”

Her eyes open as she jumps to her feet. She looks around. “You can’t be here. Where is the door? If anyone sees you in my room—”

“Stable,” I interrupt. “You are sleeping in the stable, not your room.”

For a long moment, Isabeau looks around again. This time, her face is a mask of confusion. “Why? How?” She backs away from me. “How did I get here? I went to the room, locked the door, and paced. I don’t know why I was awake so long.” A beatific smile blooms on her face. “I saw the stars.”

“Where were you?”

“I walked to the window and opened it to see the stars.” Isabeau frowns. “Then I opened the door and . . .” Her eyes widened. “How did I get here?”

“Do you remember anything else?” I step closer, wanting to comfort her.

Isabeau shakes her head. “I saw the stars and opened the window to taste the night air. The next thing I know I am in the stable. Did not having my tonic—”

“It’s a sleeping tonic. Poppy juice, valerian, Saint-John’s-wort . . .” I take her hand. “I need to speak to the dowager duchess, Isabeau. The tonic is poison. I want to know where she gets it, why she gives it to you, and who cursed you. If there even is a curse . . . because the tonic is why you sleep.”

In a very quiet voice, Isabeau asks, “Am I not cursed then?”

“I suppose we can find out tonight.”

“But if the tonic is why I sleep, what is the curse?” Isabeau’s voice increases in volume. “The queen and my mother have said I was cursed.”

“I know.”

“What is my curse if not that I sleep like the quiet dead?” Isabeau looks at me. “What could be so horrific that they insist I sleep through it?”

I do not want to add to her fears, but when she says, “The murders started when I was cursed.”

“Yes.”

“Did the Beast of Brimmond curse me in some horrible way?” Her eyes are wide in panic. “What curses do we know? There was the one where everyone in the castle slept. Transfiguring everything you touch so you starve. Become a frog or toad or . . .” She looks at me, but her words die.

“There are as many curses as there are imaginations. We will know more about your situation when the sun falls.” I lace our fingers together. “I will stay with you. You will not take this new version of your tonic. That way you’ll stay awake, and we’ll see what happens.”

After a deep sigh, Isabeau says, “Ride with me to Maudite Castle?”

“I want to bring my family. The soldiers can come and watch them, but if I have no answers from the duchess, I need to go to the city. The queen knows more than she’s admitting. If all else fails, I will go to Faerie and demand to speak to their queen about the beast and about whatever afflicts you. I cannot allow the Beast of Brimmond to terrorize people, but the people with answers are not sharing them.”

Isabeau nods. Her voice is rough as she declares, “I will accompany you or guard my future mother-in-law. Your choice, Hunter.”

I cannot believe she might be a monster. She is still the person I knew as a child, wandering off staring at the nighttime sky. My fears are getting the best of me. Isabeau being missing from her bed is not reason to think she is a beast. I was missing from mine, and I am not the Beast of Brimmond. Humans do not turn into beasts, and even if they did, I’ve known Isabeau my whole life. She holds steel weapons in hand. No faery in Alveus can do that.

She might not even be cursed at all, my heart adds. The whole thing could be a ruse to control her. I would not be surprised if the dowager duchess did such a thing.

Gently I tell Isabeau, “There will be pains if you don’t take the tonic. It’s addictive.”

“That’s probably why I wandered to the stable, seeking comfort or maybe thinking about trying to find you,” Isabeau muses. “I can’t believe that my tonic has sleeping medicine! Can you imagine if the curse is a lie some physician told my mother? I was grieving and the additives to my tonic made me sleep.”

I squeeze her hand. Although I have my suspicions, I cannot suggest that her mother is likely complicit in whatever duplicity this is—either to control Isabeau or to hide her secret. For now, I keep my silence.

Within the next hour, our group prepares to ride into Brimmond Wood. I am unaccustomed to traveling in a group. I am also uncomfortable with the thought that my beloved was missing in the dark of night.

I map security with my Wächter squadron.

“At all costs, my mother must be kept safe,” I tell Anders, Lowell, and Nolan.

Anders says, “The countess and Lady Rylan will—”

“Ry can fight as well as any of you.” I speak loudly, knowing that my sister and the other Wächter soldiers hear. “We’ve trained since we were old enough to hold a weapon. The duke has, as well. My mother is the priority.”

“Aye, Hunter.” Nolan sets off, barking commands and getting things in order.

As the group finishes preparation, Isabeau pauses at my side. “They all know you are the Hunter.”

“Yes, the Wächter knows. The queen has laws on which people may know.” I cannot allow myself to be affectionate with her right now.

“But not the duke who lives nearest the gate to Faerie? The queen’s niece?” Isabeau prods.

“You would have known in time. Your father did.”

“I have more questions, love.”

“And I will answer them, but not now. In private, I can be the person I want to be with you, but here . . . I am only the Hunter. The mission comes first. Always.” I make a gesture, circling my hand over my head, and the assembled group begins to ride out into the woods. Though no one addresses it, I know I face three obstacles—the monster in the woods, the possible curse upon the duke, and the desire to keep all of my group safe. I feel like my goals are at odds.

Mother and Rylan are in a light post-chaise, a covered carriage that seats two riders. Typically, a postboy would drive the carriage, but today one of the armed soldiers drives. Within the carriage, Rylan is incredibly well armed, functioning as our mother’s personal guard. I trust her above all others to protect our mother.

Isabeau and I are on horseback on either side of the carriage, and the eleven Wächter soldiers on horseback surround the group. Three soldiers—including Anders—ride behind the carriage, two join Isabeau and me on each side, and three ride in the front as the tip of the spear. All but Nolan are women. He is in the front.

At each side is a tried-and-true fighter. Even still, I worry. Anders and Nolan are reliable, as are Rylan and Isabeau. The other soldiers—selected by Anders, Lowell, and Nolan—are well trained, gazes attentive. The beast is smart, though, and Brimmond Wood is thick.

“Do you see anything?” Rylan asks, voice pitched low.

“No.”

“Hear anything?”

“Silence. More than I would like,” I admit. “As if . . . the forest is waiting.”

“Trust your instincts.” The countess glances at me before returning her gaze forward. She is tense, face pinched, but I am unsure whether it is the quick ride or the circumstances.

We’ve only traveled as far as the far side of the village when Anders raises an arm above her head and says, “Hunter?”

I bark orders quickly, “Halt. Hold your positions. Stay alert.”

I urge Clatterbuck forward, knowing without doubt that a dead body waits for me. When I reach Anders, I feel a cold chill wash over me. Seeing the dead is always hard, but the man half buried in the fallen leaves is not a stranger, and death hits harder when the dead are familiar. A noise escapes me, even as I try to stifle it.

“Hunter?” Rylan asks. The single word is a blur of questions. Are you well? Do you need me? Twins do not actually share a secret language, but we have known how to communicate since we shared a womb.

I shake my head against the hot saliva filling my mouth. The scent of death is worse in the humid air. The mingled scent of death and decay make me need to pause. I can’t look back at the group as I say, “Girard.”

At first, I am stricken by the competing urge to send riders to the village and to not let a soul leave our side. Then, training takes over, pressing my emotions down deep.

I tell Anders, “Soldiers face outward. Eyes alert on the perimeter.”

Then: “Ry? Assist or guard?”

“Guard.” Rylan’s voice is steady. “Isa can assist you.”

“Nolan? Anything?”

“No, Hunter.” His voice is low and rough. “No motion.”

The other soldiers one by one echo, “Same.”

In the next moments, the soldiers reorganize themselves, and Isabeau walks toward me, hand outstretched with a vial. In her other hand is a steel box. “Your sister says that you need these to collect samples?”

I pause to notice that the steel does not hurt her. That ought to be a good sign, but I am sure of nothing today.

My heart insists, She cannot be a faery.

My logic points out that she vanished, and a man is dead.

“Ocular fluid. Wound blood. Skin samples. Any hair or plant matter.” I squat in the ferns, reciting my list.

As the soldiers stare outward, I know my mother undoubtedly watches me. I begin gathering each sample, sealing the vials and dropping them into the box. I do not think about the fact that the only man I have ever taken to bed is now a brutalized corpse. I do not ponder the last words I said to him. Angry words. I do not think about the fact that once, before lovers, we were friends.

I cannot be Gabrielle Fleuriste, woman, just now. I am the Hunter. I can be nothing else right now.

“Would you like soldiers to go to the village to have his remains taken to—”

“Victims of faeries do not have burials, Maudite.” I meet the duke’s eyes and wonder if I am staring at Girard’s killer. I cannot fathom how that could be true, but the seed of doubt lingers. “I need you to take the sample box to my sister.”

Isabeau holds out a hand as if to help me to my feet.

“You cannot touch me. I am possibly contaminated.”

“Salt,” Isabeau mutters. “The soldiers must have—”

“No need. Fire cleanses, too.” I motion for her to step backward.

Once she does, I grab a fallen branch and carve a fire break around the body. It’s hasty and not as deep as I’d like, but the morning is still new enough that dew drops cling like diamonds across leaf and blossom. The moss underfoot is spongy from either recent rain or morning dew. In truth, there’s little chance of the fire spreading, and I am confident that I could smother it if the flames tried. Hunter’s magic is strange that way.

Trying not to meet Isabeau’s eyes, I hastily search Girard’s pockets for any clue I might find useful still. His pockets are empty. No jewelry marks his wrist, hand, or throat. Satisfied that I have missed nothing, I put the stick on him crossways like a sword.

“I wish you peace in the next world, my friend,” I whisper. Then I spread my fingers, palm down, and speak the word for fire so quietly that only the mist can hear me. It is enough. Flames burn like a small rosebud in my hand, spreading outward, searing hotter than any fire I’ve ever made through human means.

As I wait for him to burn, I bring my other hand forward and lock my thumbs together. The flames spread from one palm to the other, and the searing fire crawls over Girard’s body like a living thing.

No one speaks as I reduce a man to ashes.

When I stand, I walk to the carriage, where my sister pours salt water over my hands and offers me a rag. Our eyes meet, and every word that I need to hear is somehow there. I cannot break, not here, not now. The Beast of Brimmond has killed my father and my ex-lover, but I cannot weep.

I am the Hunter.

I turn and go to collect my horse. I refuse to look at Isabeau, certain I’ll find revulsion in her expression, and worried that she’ll see accusation in mine.

Did she kill him? I have no answer, and if my trust in her is responsible for his death, I think something inside me will be forever broken.

But when I turn, Isabeau pulls me into a fierce embrace, holding me tightly as if I have just fought a monster. “What do you need?”

“What?”

“How may I help you?” she asks.

“You held the sample box and—”

“Not with Hunter things. Your heart? What does it need?” Isabeau kisses my temple. “Your mind? What can I do to ease your sorrow?”

I pull back and stare up at her. “I just burned a man to ash.”

“He was dead. Possibly carrying sickness from whatever faery killed him,” Isabeau rebuts. “You are the Hunter, protecting the people of Alveus.”

“You aren’t repulsed?” I whisper.

“You protect the nation and shield us all with your calling. Let me protect you.” Isabeau strokes my cheek with her fingertips. And I feel like something inside me cracks open. Hope slips into the cracks like warm honey. I’d expected revulsion, and instead I find acceptance.

Please don’t be a monster, every part of me prays. Please don’t make me kill you.

I say nothing, though. I cannot, especially as I stand at the site of my friend’s death. I cannot, especially as I am surrounded by soldiers. Hunters do not protect monsters. But whether her curse is real and responsible or not, I feel a growing fear that Isabeau’s request that I kill the monster might be a worse fate than either of us yet knows.


Chapter 30

“The Phynnodderee, or Hairy-one, is a Manks spirit of the same kind with the Brownie or the Kobold. He is said to have been a fairy who was expelled from the fairy society.”

—The Fairy Mythology Illustrative of the Romance and Superstition of Various Countries by Thomas Keightley [1870]

The rest of the journey to Maudite Castle is quick, bordering on hasty for such a large group and a carriage. I don’t mind the pace, but I worry over the wearier-by-the-moment countess. And I worry that the Beast of Brimmond, the murderer of Girard, of my father, of three strangers now . . . is with us.

Isabeau vanished into the night, and a man died.

Is the sleeping tonic to keep her from murderous rampages at night?

Is her curse that she is the Beast of Brimmond?

It seems impossible, but if she is cursed, a beastly curse makes more sense than a sleeping curse. It’s crueler, and faeries are renowned for their cruelty. The evidence is scant: a curse, the proximity to her estate, and a dislike for two of the victims. It does not explain why she would attack me, though. It does not explain how she would become cursed. There are enough reasons to argue that my love’s curse is the cause of these deaths as there are to think I am being absurd in my suspicions.

I exchange glances with my sister, who darts a look at Isabeau before tilting her head in question. I shrug. I have no more answers than I did last night. The beast I have been attacked by twice was barely visible when I saw it in the city. In the forest, I saw nothing. The third time, I was not attacked. That creature was unidentifiable to me, but it was not as aggressive as the one in the city was.

Are there two beasts? The thought seems to be the most incredulous of possibilities. I wonder if Isabeau’s curse is tied to the faery. Why would it curse her? How would it curse her? Her curse was to sleep, but she was awake at least part of the night.

Can a curse make a woman a beast? desperation asks.

The woman I saw in the stable was decidedly not a beast, logic points out.

My mind is a cacophony of doubts and questions.

“Are you well?” Isabeau asks me softly as we ride toward Maudite Castle. As we’ve neared the castle, Isabeau and I have moved to the front of the group, so any watchers will be able to see and identify the approaching group as a nonthreat. The familiar, briny taste to the air is growing stronger by the moment now that we are out of the wood and closer to the sea.

Nolan is now beside my mother’s carriage. I feel confident that he will guard her well, but it still pains me to be those few yards away from her.

By the time we reach the castle, Isabeau’s staff is coming to greet us.

“Love?” she asks. “Are you well?”

“No. I am not well at all,” I confess as I dismount and walk over to the carriage to assist my mother.

“I cannot ride to the city tonight,” the countess whispers. “I’m sorry. That pace was too much for me. My leg pains me.”

I nod and look to Isabeau. “Can the soldiers garrison here?”

“The quarters are intact,” Isabeau offers. “I will have staff check the beds and find linens for the—”

“Bare mattresses are fine, Your Grace.” Anders stands alongside my mother. Rylan is on her other side. “A roof overhead is nice, but we don’t rightly need that either.”

“I like a roof well enough,” Nolan says. His joviality is welcome as he adds, “I’ll take first watch outside the ladies’ door before I retreat to that bed under a roof.”

As they make plans, I tell Isabeau, “My mother needs to rest here tonight. I will leave the soldiers with her and Rylan.”

“I would offer to summon the family physician, but . . .” Isabeau makes a face.

“May I impose upon your hospitality, Your Grace?” my mother asks.

“You are family now, m’lady.” Isabeau bows deeply to my mother. “What is mine is yours.” She gestures at the castle. “Any time you want to pause on the way to the city, I can have a bedroom permanently set aside. I will have someone ready it now and . . .”

Isabeau catches the eyes of several people. “Tobie. Gin. Alain.” She looks at me. “Alain was my father’s steward, and he is indispensable to me.”

“Your Grace.” He bows to her. “I was not expecting guests or . . . Wächter soldiers.”

Isabeau updates him on the plan, and then while he coordinates with Nolan, she motions to the two people she’s called Gin and Tobie. “Tobie is my valet in the city; Gin is my lady’s maid. Things are rather more complicated, being a woman in suit coats.” She flashes a wry grin at me. “Gin, I need you to look after the countess and Lady Rylan.”

Gin, a bosomy auburn-haired beauty who can’t be any older than Rylan, curtsies to Isabeau and then to me. Then she sighs and murmurs, “Proper ladies! I wonder if they will let me do their hair . . .” She shoots a sassy look at Isabeau and then goes off to whatever tasks she now has. “Tobie! Their trunks!”

“She’s been worried, Your Grace,” Tobie says quietly before scurrying after her. He is handsome and strong, and his gaze is fixed solidly on Gin’s person even as he hefts a trunk and carts it off.

“We will figure this out,” Isabeau tells me as we watch the Wächter soldiers and her domestic staff make quick work of the tasks. Horses are led away, and the carriage is taken into the stable.

I nod, but the mundane tasks are not where my mind is.

After an awkward throat-clearing sound, Isabeau asks, “Are you emotional about your . . . about the innkeeper . . . about him, what with him being your former lover? Do you need to stay here too? You could take the night to mourn.”

I squeeze her forearm in my hand. “He was a friend, Isa. I would feel the same way if any other person from the village was dead. They are my people, my duty, more so than the nobility. They are a weekly part of my life.”

She watches as Woede is led toward the stable by a stableman who looks resigned to exhaustion. The massive stallion is similar to Imp in form, but he is not complacent for anyone but Isabeau. She has a way with difficult creatures, and I feel empathy with Woede. We both benefit from her tenderness toward feral things.

“I must see the duchess,” Isabeau says quietly. “Would you like me to stay here or come with you?”

I cannot tell her why I do not want her to stay here at her own castle without me. I would shatter her heart with my doubts. I shatter my own heart each time I allow them to rise. I hope that I am wrong, but the fear that I am right makes my voice rawer than I like as I ask, “Come with me. Please?”

“Anywhere. Everywhere.” Isabeau smiles, looking so hopeful as she says, “And maybe we can look at the stars together tonight.”

“I would love that,” I whisper. I truly would. I hope that she is in my arms as the woman I know, not transforming into something monstrous that I must kill.

My mother and sister are off to get situated; the soldiers are as well. The Maudite garrison is far grander than ours. Here, the garrison juts like a watchtower, stabbing into the sky as if it wants to touch the clouds. The view from inside stretches as far as the eye can reach. Although the staircase that twines around the building is uneven and the windows are near impossible to open, Isabeau and I played there as children—and kissed there when we discovered that the door was rarely locked.

Instead of tugging her into one of the many empty rooms, I follow Isabeau into the castle, hoping that soon I will make my home here with her. Admittedly, the thought of sharing my home with the stern dowager duchess is daunting, but even that is less intimidating than thinking of my love as a murderous beast.

“Mother has been unwell,” Isabeau says softly as we walk through the foyer and take the grand staircase to the second floor, where the bedrooms are. “She took a fall, and her leg does not heal.”

I hold fast to Isabeau’s hand and follow her.

The door to the duchess’ rooms is propped open. “Isabeau?”

Isabeau pauses in the doorway, keeping me behind her. “Are you uncomfortable, Your Grace? Shall I summon a nurse?”

“Book.”

“I have brought my future wife here to the house, Your Grace.” Isabeau takes a step into the room, pulling me with her.

The dowager duchess coughs. She looks nothing like the imposing woman I saw when Father and I were last here. Her disdain is sharper now, too. She skewers me with a look. “Of course, you would marry her.”

“Mother!” Isabeau releases my hand and storms toward the dowager duchess. Her voice is low, but I hear her all the same. “You will respect my betrothed. I can send you to a carriage house or to the city, if you prefer, but if we are in the same place, you will speak to her kindly.”

The dowager duchess shoos Isabeau aside. “She can’t have planted a bastard in you, what with being a woman, and you have plenty of money. What do you want with my daughter, Lady Fleuriste?”

“I want to make her happy,” I say simply.

The Dowager Duchess of Maudite points at a shelf. “That one.”

Isabeau follows the gesture toward the heavily laden bookshelves and stands there. She glances back at her mother. “The Countess of Fleuriste and her daughter Lady Rylan are staying at the estate tonight. I could take you to the Great Room before I—”

“No.” Duchess Maudite points again, her arm looking like not much more than bare bone encased by paper-thin skin. Blue lines stand out starkly as the long sleeve falls back; her bruises are many. “One from that shelf.”

“Blue? White?”

“Close your eyes and reach up,” the dowager duchess orders.

After Isabeau has done so, randomly choosing a knightly tale, she kisses her mother atop the head and refills her water goblet. “Gabrielle and I need to speak to you about the curse,” she says quietly.

“You are not ready for the weight of this curse. Either of you.” The dowager duchess’ hand reaches up to cup Isabeau’s face. “Do not add her to this burden you carry.”

“So there is a curse?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“Are you cursed?”

“No.”

“Her father?”

“No.”

“Yet no faeries capable of cursing people are allowed through the gate from Faerie,” I point out.

“And you think only those creatures come through? That faeries are rule followers?” The dowager duchess gives me a familiar look of disdain.

“Have you taken any new tonics since the duke’s death?” I watch the older woman’s face for any hint of duplicity, but her expression is implacable. “We had Isabeau’s tonic tested. It’s a sleeping medicine. Dangerous and addictive.”

“What did you do, you foolish child?” the dowager duchess whispers. Her bony arm shoots out, patting Isabeau’s face and arms as if checking for fever. “Perhaps the apothecary brought you the wrong one and—”

“It is not. It is the same noxious-smelling thing you have handed me every day,” Isabeau says. “There were new additives. Why would the family physician or the apothecary try to harm me?”

The duchess grows still. “Do you think they’ve changed my medicines, too?”

I wonder briefly what medicines the dowager duchess takes, but there is no delicate way to ask.

“Perhaps!” Isabeau sinks to her knees beside her mother. “I thought your frailty was grief. I should have questioned your changes. I thought since she’s treated His Grace all these years—”

“I will have someone new for our physician.” The dowager duchess eyes me. “Perhaps your woman would come, Hunter.”

“You knew she was the Hunter?” Isabeau murmurs.

“Not until she came here with the earl.” The dowager duchess sounds more like herself by the moment. “A lone rider could fetch the physician to attend me. The Hunter could go retrieve her for us.”

“We must go to see Auntie Mor today, Mother,” Isabeau says, still kneeling on the floor and holding her mother’s hand gently. “I will have her send one of the royal physicians here.”

“But your curse—”

“There might not be a curse,” I say, interrupting the dowager duchess. “I will be at Isabeau’s side to watch over her tonight. Or I can have several royal physicians there—”

“In the city?” The dowager duchess stares between us. “You will share her bedroom?”

“She’ll either be dead to the world if there is a curse, or she will be ill from the poisons that she is purging from that tonic,” I point out.

I don’t speak the third option. If Isabeau is a beast, her mother already knows.

“Tell Cook to speak to the countess regarding meals,” the dowager duchess says. “Have her throw out the remaining tonics. Yours and mine. I must rest now.”

I stare at the dowager duchess as she suddenly closes her eyes and promptly ignores us as if she is already asleep. Isabeau seems nonplussed by this, simply leaning in and kissing the dowager duchess’ forehead. I cannot grab and shake an ill woman, still mourning her husband’s death, even as I would like to do just that in this moment. I am certain she knows more than she is sharing. She must, but I cannot force her to speak.

I follow Isabeau from the room in silence.

At first, she says nothing, and when she does, her words are about the security of the castle. “I will order Alain to close the gate. No one can approach from the sea. The beach there is too rocky, and anyone that tries would be spotted well in advance. Our families will be safe here.”

“That will ease my worries,” I admit. “Are you able to ride to the city yet today? If not, we can wait here for the night. I can stay with you here, too. I’d rather ride but . . .”

Isabeau glances at the sky. “There’s enough light to make Regina Centrum tonight. That way we can consult the queen at dawn’s break.”

I feel relief that I am taking Isabeau away from my mother and sister. If she is the beast, if her curse has made her into a murderous creature, I will not rest well if she is near my family. This is the best path left to me. By morning, I will have an answer.

After a few short orders to soldiers and staff, Isabeau and I are on the road. The sound of the heavy castle door dropping down behind us feels comforting rather than ominous. We are on fresh horses, leaving Woede and Clatterbuck behind. No soldiers join us. No family. We are alone as we ride toward the city.

Soon I will know if my love is the killer.


Chapter 31

“[There] lies a vast and dismal peat bog known as the Yeun, which has long been regarded by the Breton folk as the portal to the infernal regions . . . In summer it seems a vast moor carpeted by glowing purple heather, which one can traverse up to a certain point, but woe betide him who would advance farther . . .”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

I feel lost in my thoughts as we ride into Regina Centrum, and I guiltily allow Isabeau to think my grief over Girard and worry over my duty are the reasons. In truth, I suspect she also knows that the possibility of her curse being tied to the beast is not insignificant. Either way, she has stopped trying to convince me to talk long before we arrive to find the Maudite town house empty. Inside, the house is cold. No servants are here waiting. We walk in the front door to sheet-draped furniture and a temperature not much warmer than outside. The air is stuffy from recent dampness outside and carries a hint of cleaning oils and vinegar.

“I had not expected to be here, so I gave the servants a two-week holiday. I was trying to conserve my finances.” Isabeau looks sheepish, as if embarrassed by her revelation. “Perhaps you ought to stay at your house. I can tell you come morning if I stay awake.”

“I thought you wanted to be with me.”

“I do, but I’ll probably be unconscious or sick come nightfall.” Isabeau secures the door of the town house even as she is arguing that I ought to leave. “I cannot protect you.”

“I am the blade that monsters fear, Isa, or have you forgotten? No human stands a chance against me, and I need no servants to undress me,” I say. I have been injured and ill often enough that I am expecting to be ready for night sweats and vomit, and I am hoping that sickness is the worst thing I will face tonight. “I think I will see the queen in the morning. I want to be here with you.”

“I am glad,” she admits. “I’m nervous.”

Isabeau leads me up the staircase and pushes open a door. The center of the room is dominated by a bed with four strong oak posts; atop it is a lace-edged white canopy. At the foot of the bed sits a matching oak trunk with ornate carved wooden spirals, and to the far side are a wardrobe, a valet stand, and a blue velvet chaise. The chaise is faded and partially hidden by an excess of pillows. Next to it is a low shelf overflowing with books.

In all, the room is a standard setup, but the excess of pillows on the chaise hints at a bit of indulgence. And the books hint at Isabeau’s continued love of reading.

“I want to not be cursed,” Isabeau says, voice seeming loud in the silent house. “I want to be awake to talk to you and stare at the constellations and sleep with you in my arms.”

I wrap my arms around her. “I want that, too, but if you are asleep, I’ll read. Perhaps you should pick your favorite book for me.”

“I can do that.”

As Isabeau pulls away and begins to get undressed, she gestures at the bed. “I will be here, sleeping next to you or perhaps cursed.” She pauses, hand on her stomach yet again. “You will not change your mind about marrying me if I am still cursed? You will still love me?”

“I will always love you,” I assure her.

That will not change, even if she is the monster I have sworn to kill. I briefly wonder if on some level she knows that she is the monster and she has employed me to stop her. The thought makes me unable to move for a moment.

She cannot be the monster, my heart insists.

My mind lists reasons she can: the sudden curse, the tonic, the way the monster declared me its possession.

“Is your cycle near?” I ask Isabeau as she bends over in obvious pain.

Her cheeks pink slightly. “No. I feel wrong, as if I am both ravenous and need to purge everything I have ever eaten. I have felt this way in the past when the physician said my tonic needed adjusting.”

“When did your mother become so listless?” I say mildly, walking to the window casement. It feels odd to be here with her.

“When Father died.” Isabeau lifts a nightdress and clutches it in her fist. “I want to hold you, love, and kiss you. I hate this.”

“One night,” I remind her. “Perhaps less. You saw the night sky when you went without the tonic. We might know sooner than the next hour what the curse is, and if you are cursed at all.”

We are both watching the night sky, and I feel such guilt when Isabeau asks, “Do you always sleep with your weapons on the floor beside you? Or is that because you fear that I am a monster?”

“No. They are often on the bed beside me.”

As she stretches out on the bed in preparation for a curse that has not yet arrived although the sun has fallen, she says, “If I am fully uncursed, I will not apologize for replacing the sword that used to claim the space beside you.” She takes my hand and kisses the palm. “And if I am cursed in some awful way, I am glad you have weapons and can use them.”

I nod, tears blurring my sight as she squirms. Her brow is damp with fever, and she shudders with small tremors. I feel her skin, and she seems to be burning up.

“Do you think I am the beast? Did I kill your father? Your former lover?”

“I am going to grab a few clean cloths for your fevers,” I whisper instead of answering. I don’t know if she is the monster—and I cannot say that to her. “Would you like anything to drink or . . .”

She shakes her head. “I am so cold.”

I pull a warm quilt over her.

“I will be right back,” I promise before I walk away to get a damp cloth to wipe and cool her skin. I hastily pour water into a stewpot I find in the cook’s pantry and carry it back to Isabeau’s room.

“There you are, little wisp.” The creature is sitting on the edge of the bed. “I could not rest until I knew you were safe, love.”

I toss the water at it. At Isabeau, who is covered in fur and wiping her face with clawed hands.

“I need no cool water; I am not feverish now.” She makes a sound that I realize is meant to be a laugh. Then she pulls the quilt over her, lets out a recently familiar purring sound, and drifts to sleep.

“Isabeau?”

For the second night in a row, I pray I am wrong. I cannot look away from the creature now nestled in Isabeau’s bed. My worst fears have come to fruition. I have been in love with a monster, with the murderer of my father and my friend, with the creature I vowed to slay.

That’s her, my mind insists.

She is not a killer, my heart argues.

The alternative, though, is that Isabeau is missing—or hidden in the room, dying or dead. The impossible is that the creature is imitating my beloved. In desperation, I search the room, every cupboard, each wardrobe, and as I make my way through the entire house, I keep returning to check on the creature in Isabeau’s bed.

I am the Hunter. I kill faeries, I try to remind myself. The creature I am to kill is here. Now. Asleep.

I peer out the windows.

I cannot kill Isabeau, my heart objects.

Instead, I hold my sword in my hand like a child’s toy and take a seat on the chaise. I watch over the sleeping creature, hoping I am somehow wrong. Exhaustion blurs my eyes, but I stay awake. I pinch my arm several times when I start to doze.

Finally, as the light of dawn steals into the room, the creature fades into the form of the woman I have come to love. I am still holding a sword, but I am unable to raise it.

Isabeau is the monster.

She stares at me with sad but love-filled eyes. “I am cursed, then.”

Mutely, I nod.

Isabeau tumbles from the quilt that was encasing her like a cocoon. “Love? Gabrielle?”

Still I cannot reply. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to say anything.

Isabeau crouches in front of me and takes my sword. “Gabrielle?” She stares into my face. “Are you injured? Did something horrible happen?”

“I saw the creature,” I whisper.

“Are you hurt?”

“No. Not physically. My heart . . .”

Isabeau pulls me into her arms. “Am I . . .”

I sniffle, half choking on a sob. In a small broken voice, I tell her, “I wish you’d never sent the request for the Hunter.”

“What is my curse?” Isabeau shudders. Her voice fills with panic as she examines my face, my arms, my hands. “Are you hurt?”

“No.” I pull Isabeau to me and cover her mouth in a kiss that steals every word and thought away. I cannot have found love only to have to kill her. My hands roam over her frantically.

Isabeau stands, letting me wrap my arms and legs around her. Holding me aloft, she stumbles toward the bed. When her legs bump into the mattress, she lets us fall backward, her body cushioning my fall.

“I cannot imagine life without you,” I sob between kisses.

“I am the monster, then?”

My tears fall faster with every word Isabeau says. I think I may drown in them as she suggests, “Rest in my arms, Hunter. I will guard you, and tonight you will stop the beast.”

“I should see the queen now . . . about . . . the beast.”

“You have not slept,” Isabeau says, not unkindly.

“Do you remember anything from last night?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “I remember the start of a fever, and you covered me, and then you came in with cold water and splashed it on me. Then I know nothing until just now, when I woke.”

I try to sit upright. What kind of monster am I to stay in the arms of a killer? “How can I blame you for what the beast does?”

“Because if I die, the beast will die, too,” Isabeau says.

Tears continue to stream down my face. “We must go to see the queen. Perhaps she knows something, or you can be . . . uncursed.”

Isabeau holds me close, stroking my hair and kissing my brow. “Rest, please? The Beast of Brimmond only kills at night. I have been with you throughout many days. Right now, I am only myself. Let me hold you for a few hours before . . .”

She does not finish the statement, does not say “before you murder me,” but I hear it all the same. I finally have the person I love, and she loves me in return. Yet I am destined to end her life.

“Hold me.” I nestle closer to her, trying to capture the memory of her kindness and love. I will let myself stay in her arms, let myself forget what she is, for this morning only. I say, “I will rest now if you promise to stay in the library at the palace when I consult with the queen. I need you to be locked up safely.”

“I would do so for all eternity, love,” Isabeau murmurs.

I choke on another sob. “I know.”

“I promised to accept every facet of you,” Isabeau swears between gentle kisses she presses to my cheek and temple. “That means I accept that you must do your duty now.”

Isabeau settles back into the pillows, relaxing more and holding me in her embrace.

“I love you,” I murmur.

“I have always loved you, Gabrielle. Always.” Isabeau pets my hair rhythmically, and I let myself forget for the moment that she is the monster. I force all my horrible thoughts away.

She is not a terrible person. She implored me to kill the Beast of Brimmond. She was kind to my mother and sister. She is passionate and clever and funny. She now accepts that she is going to die. Instead of raging or trying to flee, she seems placid about the matter. How is she also the monster that knocked me unconscious? How could she have killed so many men? How could she kill my father?

In my sleep-deprived state, I think that perhaps I can fashion a dungeon of sorts where I will lock her away at night. I wonder if that’s what the duke did. Was he locked away at night? Why was she able to be around people all this time? Did the curse only come to her after his death? Was he cursed and we simply don’t know?

Amid all the questions, one stark truth remains: The geas means I have to kill the monster Isabeau hired me to kill, and she is the monster. The geas will eventually end my life if I do not fulfill it. Magic is harsh. And if I am dead, Isabeau will again be loose, terrorizing Brimmond Wood, and Rylan will be the Hunter who must kill her.

I drift to sleep, knowing all too well that I must kill Isabeau later today.


Chapter 32

“The Mourioche is a malicious demon of bestial nature, able, it would seem, to transform himself into any animal shape he chooses. In general appearance he is like a year-old foal.”

—Legends and Romances of Brittany by Lewis Spence [1917]

I wake, clutched to her chest like I am her quilt. I slip out of her arms. I must steel my resolve, steel my heart, and then I can do the horrible task before me.

“I need to consult with Queen Morag immediately.” I meet Isabeau’s gaze. “You will be secured in the library at the palace.”

How do I slay the woman I love? How can I not?

We are silent as we walk to the palace. I think idly that I love that my desire to walk is not off-putting to Isabeau. I do not go in the side entrance today. Instead, we walk through the front gate, where we are both greeted by name. No one calls me “Hunter,” not in front of Isabeau. To anyone other than the guards, we look like nothing more than two nobles visiting the queen. No one sees that Isabeau is a monster or that I am a monster hunter.

I cannot speak around the pain in my heart. We pause at the door of the room where she pretended not to know me. Is she pretending now? worry asks. Does she remember hurting me? Draining men? Killing my father? I gesture at the door. “I will lock you in the room.”

“It unlocks from inside,” Isabeau says in confusion.

“Not if I use Hunter magic.”

Isabeau leans forward, resting her forehead against mine. “I am sorry that I am cursed, love. I forgive you for your duty.”

I startle slightly before admitting, “I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know if I can kill you.”

“Once the dark falls, I am not myself. It may be easier if I do it now,” she suggests. She drops a kiss on my head. My heart is speared by how wrong she is.

“Nothing about this is easy. You may not harm yourself,” I demand. “Promise me, Isabeau. Let me find out if there is a solution.”

“Fine, if you vow not to let me hurt you.”

I agree and seal her into the library. There’re only two ways out—the door and the passages, which only the queen can access. My beloved killer locked away, I head toward the queen. My mind is a whir of questions.

Why were there no murders until the duke died?

I pause. That’s not accurate. I saw the duke after the first body, so it was not his death that set her curse to motion.

Was she always cursed?

Again, that is not accurate. She caroused and gambled at night. She entered races, her identity barely hidden. She was not furred or feral.

“The curse. The curse has changed somehow?” I roll the ideas in my mind, confident I am still missing some critical detail, as I walk to see the queen.

Inside the throne room, I barely notice the guards on either side of the door; they dip their heads in greeting. A crowd of maybe a dozen nobles, attendants, and servants stand and murmur in small conversation groups. More than a few send curious glances at me.

Queen Morag’s eyes look shadowed, as though she, too, has barely slept. She no more than glances at me when she lifts her voice to say, “Clear the room.”

A guard gestures for me to walk toward the door, and I scoff. “She doesn’t mean for me to leave.”

The guard looks at the queen, awaiting instruction.

“Lady Gabrielle stays.” The queen doesn’t rise from her throne. Her hand tightens on the arm of the opulent chair, but that is her only motion so far.

Whispers grow louder. Once I hear Isabeau’s name, and my hand is ready to draw a weapon until I realize that this is merely court gossip about the cursed duke—and her presumed latest lover. The gossip is wrong. I am her latest lover, her last lover, in fact.

The door closes, leaving only the pair of guards, Queen Morag, and me in the room.

“The guards need to be on the other side of the door,” I order.

The queen nods and motions for the royal guards to exit.

“You knew.” I stare at her. “You knew Isabeau was . . . not herself.”

“I have always feared that this day would come. I spoke to her father, planned, plotted, and yet she has still transformed.” Queen Morag plucks the crown off her head and drops it on the seat as she stands. “For this moment, I would set aside my crown and my duty.”

I say nothing. Without the physical crown, she is still the queen. Nothing changes that.

“I love her, you realize. Isabeau is my brother’s child. All I have left of him in the world.” Morag pauses and smiles a watery smile. “He was my best friend as a child, never treating me as if I was the future queen, never hesitating to tell me his true feelings. I mourn him in ways I cannot show the world. All who love him mourn him.”

“She killed people.” I shove back the temper threatening to rise. I cannot strike the queen; to do so would be treason. “If you told me that her curse meant that—”

“You truly think this is a curse?”

“Turning into some hair-covered beast that slaughters people in the woods isn’t a fate she would choose! It must be the curse.”

“You believe that? Fully? That she—”

“Of course I do! I love her. She’s kind, impulsive, but not a killer. She’s not . . .” My words fade as I realize that the queen is trying to lead me to a point that she cannot say. “What are you saying? Do you think she chose to kill those travelers? Girard, the last one, was the anomaly, but she also attacked me. I cannot believe that she would hurt me.”

The queen shudders, her expression drawn in pain. “So you think that she was acting out of character? Not like herself?”

The queen is sweating now, and I can see that she is trying to resist a geas.

“I would rather not be accused of treason if you die of magic, Your Majesty,” I point out coldly. “I cannot face any more catastrophic events today.”

“Did the beast seem like . . . Isabeau?”

“No. I think killing people is out of character for her,” I snap.

“I do, too. At least for my niece.” The queen trembles fiercely as she blurts out this last statement, visibly fighting against the magical taboo that has obviously bound her words.

“You don’t think Isabeau is the beast that killed them,” I whisper.

Yes, Isabeau is a cursed woman.

The beast I met could have easily killed them. Those claws . . .

The beast I met—Isabeau—called me hers. Last night, she curled up and slept. She was not violent with me either time.

“The geas is not insisting I kill her,” I realize with an overwhelming relief. Now that my emotions about killing Isabeau are in control, clarity hits me like an assault. “The geas is to kill the beast. The first murder happened before the last duke’s death, when he was in his final days,” I muse.

“The murders also continued after he died,” the queen adds.

“He is dead? Truly?”

“Yes. My brother is dead. My niece is gentle.” The queen watches me in anticipation. She opens her mouth, makes a gurgled sound that likely started as a word, and then says, “Geas.”

“Is Isabeau’s transformation a curse? Or is it inherited?”

“I cannot say.” Sweat rolls from the queen’s cheeks and neck. Her gown is visibly damp.

“Was your brother cursed? You? The prince?” I fire the questions at her.

“No.”

“Is her mother cursed?” I ask.

“No.” Then the queen looks at me and declares, “Isaac was as human as I am. We shared parents.”

“This is not a curse, is it?” I whisper.

“No.” The word is ripped from her lips, and she clutches her chest.

I stare at her. “She’s a faery half the time . . . which means . . . she has a faery parent. The dowager duchess has lived here as one of us.”

“And others have, too,” the queen mouths. “The public must never know.”

I don’t want to believe the impossible, but I cannot ignore reality. “That’s what you knew. There are faeries here. Spies.”

Morag’s eyes widen, and I know my answer. Isabeau is a monster, but not the one I seek. I know the answer, know the only possible remaining answer. Isabeau is a faery. Her father was human. And Isabeau is not the killer. The pieces click into place, and I am filled with relief, hope, and horror all at once.

Her mother, the dowager duchess, is a faery spy and the Beast of Brimmond.

“I could never deny my brother,” Queen Morag says softly, voice sounding pained as if her throat is sore from forcing words out. “Whatever he wanted, I made possible. Surely, you must see. He gave me love, and veracity, and loyalty. He never wanted my throne . . .”

“What did he want?”

The queen sighs. “All Isaac ever wanted was a beautiful, loyal wife and a clever child of his own. I had no idea Maébh would become so deadly if she was untethered.”

“Isaac took a wife who was not human,” I clarify, needing to hear it spoken, needing surety that my beloved’s mother is the killer.

Morag nods. “My brother never asked for much, so anything Isaac wanted, I allowed. And if it bought me leverage in other matters, what was the harm? As long as that kind of faery has a human tether, an anchor to bring their better angels forward, they are harmless. She looked human.”

In all my thoughts of Isabeau, on figuring out the Beast of Brimmond, I had not—until this moment—thought about the fact that I left my mother and sister alone with a monster. My father’s killer is with my mother and sister. In trying to keep them out of harm’s way, I left them in the beast’s lair.

“I must leave. Now. Keep Isabeau here and safe.” I run from the room, through the hallways, and through the city. The ride back to Maudite Castle is not long, but every moment means that my family is in peril longer.

Hunters must always put duty before heart, and I have failed. I have failed everyone.

I am glad I hesitated in killing Isabeau, but in thinking it was her, I allowed the true Beast of Brimmond to be left alone with my mother and sister. That is my first priority. The second matter—that my beloved is a monster—is suddenly not the worst part of the day.


Chapter 33

“[The Phynnodderee] is condemned to remain in the Isle of Man till doomsday, in a wild form, covered with long shaggy hair, whence his name.”

—The Fairy Mythology Illustrative of the Romance and Superstition of Various Countries by Thomas Keightley [1870]

As I race from Regina Centrum to the Maudite estate on a borrowed mare, my mind fills with unwelcome images of Mother and Rylan lying dead on the ground. I want both to ride faster and to slow my pace so I can scan the underbrush for bodies. Now that I have identified the quarry, the geas to hunt and stop the beast fills me with urgency. The challenge is doing so before the beast kills the rest of my family.

Is the beast always restricted to nighttime?

So far, the bodies have been found in early morning, and my two encounters with the beastly side of Isabeau when she did not have her sleeping tonic and the second encounter with the beast were both at night. The first was during early morning. The only exception to the pattern was Emma’s midday attack, but I cannot understand how that was the same beast—or whether it was a hoax. At best, either way, I have a few remaining hours to reach the dowager duchess. I urge my borrowed horse to speed, but there’s a limit to the mare’s ability to race on unfamiliar terrain. The bulky saddle adds weight that likely adds a few more seconds to her time, but I can’t try a saddle-free ride on an unfamiliar horse.

I am grateful that I am coming from Regina Centrum, as opposed to the manor. There, I’d have to cross through Brimmond Wood, but I am still faced with the difficulty of a horse more accustomed to tracks and city roads. As the mare grows tired, I am less than an hour’s ride from Maudite Castle. The road is pitted but fine. I traversed it only yesterday, so I am not prepared when the horse stumbles.

In the next moment, I find myself flung through the air.

Although I expect to land on the ground, I instead tumble through a net of branches and leaves into a muddy pit. My quarry has taken the time to construct a trap. I am on my back, staring up at the horse, who gazes down at me for another moment before backing up with an alarmed sound and running. I cannot see where she flees, but the result is the same: I am trapped, delayed, and unable to get to the castle right now.

I stare at the late-afternoon sky and try to plan. Under me is a few fingers’ depth of muddy water. The sticks, leaves, and moss that hid the trap are all around and over me. Evening will come soon, and with it, the Beast of Brimmond will shed her human disguise.

And kill my family, my terror whispers.

The pit trap is primitive, but all the same, I am not sure how to escape. I am in a hole deep enough that even if I jump upward, I have no chance of grasping the ground above to pull myself out.

“I do not have time for this.” I scan the sides of the hole, hoping to find an option to scale it.

Several roots jut out of the earthen walls, but as I tug on them to heave myself upward, they all snap and rip. I try jabbing my fingers into the walls, but I cannot get purchase in the mud-slicked sides that way either.

“I am the Hunter, not prey,” I repeat periodically as I whittle broken branches into small stakes.

Then I use the hilt of my sword like a crude cudgel to hammer the stakes into the wall.

Cautiously, I step on one and then the other. It works.

I hop back down with a splash in the muddy sludge that fills the bottom of the pit and continue to carve stakes for climbing. By the time I have made progress, my mind is a maze of jumbled thoughts.

Do the monsters look alike?

What if Isabeau escapes?

I have to kill the duchess before Isabeau gets here.

Does it matter? Will I have to kill Isabeau too?

I let my mind run down random paths to keep myself from the most important questions—Is my mother alive? Is my sister? Can I save them?

I have no idea whether the two monsters look alike. I realize now that the one who attacked me was the dowager duchess. I didn’t see her, not well. I saw glimpses that night in the city. That isn’t enough. I listen to a pack that sounds like it has both coin shìth and wulver as I use my stake ladder to crawl out of the pit. Thirsty. Exhausted. Aching. If not for my resolve—and the lifetime of training—I might have to rest. My family is in the company of a killer, though. There is no time to rest or recover my strength.

I whistle, hoping that at least the mare is nearby. Nothing. No noise or movement.

So I run the last distance toward the castle. The sky dims, and I am afraid that by the time I am at the castle, I will be facing a monster, not a woman.

That’s better, my guilt insists.

I have never had to kill a faery that truly looks human, not by the time my blade is raised. I am not sure I could convince my mind to lift a sword to kill the frail dowager duchess. I will. I must.

I am glad she’ll be a beast.

As I get closer, I can smell smoke, not hearth fire smoke but something larger, something that was not meant to burn. There’s a smoldering weight to the air that thickens in my chest as I reach the castle grounds. The gate itself is closed, so I sheathe my sword so I can scale it. Rusty metal bars carve into my skin, but I pull myself up and over. I land on the inside of the grounds.

I push my weary body to cooperate as I move toward the smoke. Every muscle screams in pain already, and I know that I am at a disadvantage in the fight to come. I already was. I am to fight a creature that beheads men with a single cut. Time is run out, and I have no options left—but I am not ready.

This is why we train, Father’s voice reminds me. Even after his death, his lessons are the words that drive me to push just a little harder.

By the time I reach the front steps of Maudite Castle, I see that the garrison is barricaded and smoldering. In front of it, hands bleeding, is the steward for Maudite Castle. Alain is trying to pry a piece of metal free. It’s been twisted in such a way that I don’t realize at first glance that it’s the door’s handle.

“Who’s inside?” I stare up at the tall tower.

“Soldiers and your sister.”

“Let me.” I wince at what I must do, but flesh wounds will heal. A lost sister would be a different kind of pain.

Alain steps aside, swaying as he moves, and I notice that he has a deep cut on the top of his head. He leans against the building.

I grab the hot metal, feeling the edges sear my palm, and rip the lock off with a horrible shriek of metal.

“Thank you. Her Grace is more upset than His Grace had expected. He warned us . . .” Alain gives me a look. “She can be volatile when her emotions are stirred.”

“You know what she is?”

“A creature.”

“A killer,” I correct.

And although I appreciate Alain’s validation of the queen’s admissions, I don’t have time to waste words. I step into the smoke-filled staircase to the tower and yell, “Ry! Rylan! Where are you?”

I can hear coughing and thumping. No words. I step around a fire still burning on the stone steps. It looks almost like a person, but I realize that it’s a bundle of cloth and rubbish.

Arm over my face, I ascend the staircase. “Ry? Mother?”

“Hunter,” Nolan barks out from behind a closed door.

“Stand back. I’ll knock it inward.” I pause, hoping he’s listened, and then lift a foot to kick in the door. The only way that’s possible is Hunter strength.

Inside the door I meet Nolan’s eyes and say, “Rylan?”

He nods toward the wall where, through the acrid haze, I see my sister trying to pry open a window with Anders’ help. Nolan and others were pounding on the door. Others are bashing on a window. Rylan has a dagger, hilt aimed at the locked shutters, hammering on it.

She’s knocked several slats off the shutters, but it’s not enough.

I glance at the other window and see much the same. That one has fewer shutters removed.

Several small fires are smoldering in the room, but no visible flames remain on any of them.

“She threw that in and locked the door,” a soldier says.

I don’t ask who “she” is. Instead, I ask, “Human shaped or fur and claws?”

“What? The duchess. The duchess trapped us,” Nolan says like I’m daft. He starts coughing, as if the air in his chest won’t allow quite so many words.

“I know. She’s the monster,” I tell him. “She shifts forms.”

His eyes widen, and his coughing worsens.

“Get him out.” I point.

Some of the soldiers are on the floor, under the worst of the smoke. Lowell helps Nolan toward the staircase, but it’s full of smoke still from the burning pile at the base.

As I watch, several soldiers stand and switch with the pair hammering ineffectually at the other locked window.

“Everyone out,” I order, motioning to the stairs. “Get everyone out.”

Rylan is still at the other window, hammering on the heavy shutters. Anders is gently tugging her arm, but Rylan shrugs her off.

I step up to my sister and touch her shoulder. “Ry.”

“Mother,” Rylan says. “She took—”

“Move back, Rylan.” I grab my sister’s arm this time, holding her still.

Once Anders pulls Rylan away from the window, I punch my sword hilt through the shutters. The heavy metal pommel shatters the window, and glass rains down outside, but the sharp edges still in the glass frame slice the back of my hand. The fresh air from the open stairwell door and the broken window start to clear some of the smoke out, working together to create a cross breeze that will start to air the garrison out.

Rylan sounds pained as she says, “She took Mother.”

“Was Mother alive? Walking? What do you know?”

“Mother cried out in pain, and none of us could get out of the garrison.” Rylan looks stricken and sooty. “That foul woman asked me to carry linens in because she was weak. It was all a ploy. She followed me, tossed those burning rag heaps in, and bolted the door. A little while later I could hear Mother yelling.”

“I’ll find her,” I promise. I can’t decide whether it’s better or worse to tell Rylan, but I need the soldiers to be aware. “The duchess is the Beast of Brimmond.”

Rylan gapes at me before saying, “What?”

“Get my sister out of here,” I tell Anders. “I’ll be right down.”

Anders scoops my sister up in a cradle carry and walks toward the door. I do a search to be sure that no soldiers remain—and that my mother is not on another floor of the smoking building.

By the time I descend, the squadron of Wächter soldiers has filed out the door in an orderly fashion. Most of the women already have their hands on the hilts of their swords, and their red-shot eyes are scanning the area. Coughs and gagging are the only sounds other than one woman’s retching.

Outside, Alain is slumped on the ground. Nolan is beside him, alternating between coughs and issuing orders. He sees me and says, “The steward says the monster goes to her husband’s tomb several times a day and at night. If she’s not there, Alain says that the duke’s study in the castle is where the woman can be found. There or in the duke’s bedroom.”

Anders lowers Rylan to the ground.

“Keep her safe at all costs, Anders. Have someone tend Alain.” I swallow my panic. “The rest of you with me. The duchess is the Beast of Brimmond,” I repeat, “and she has my mother.”

Sword in hand, I stalk across the courtyard, trailed by eight soldiers.

A few stray birds sing in the nearby treetops, and the rustling of leaves interrupts their song as the wind shifts. At the main door, I let myself into the massive structure.

“Two of you here, so no one comes behind me,” I order before carrying on into the castle proper.

Inside, I search each room with the six soldiers still with me. On the ground floor we find a few unconscious servants, whom two soldiers break off to carry outside to what is becoming a makeshift infirmary.

Unexpectedly, when I push open the door to the kitchen, I find the entire kitchen staff seemingly oblivious to the chaos on the grounds.

“Oh my!”

“M’lady! You startled us,” one of the bakers says sternly, hands still kneading a ball of dough on the wooden tray in front of her.

Are they oblivious or complicit? doubt demands.

“Stay alert,” I tell the remaining four soldiers with me. “Two here. You two with me.”

We begin a search of the vast room. The larder is a good spot to hide, as are a few of the largest cupboards. I check every possible hiding place—including the rafters overhead. With such claws, the Beast of Brimmond surely can climb.

One of the older women finally loses the edge of her temper. “What are you doing? Coming in here, waving a sword and scaring—”

“There was an attack.” I check the windows. “The garrison was set on fire. Alain was injured.”

“What?”

I ignore the question and ask, “Has anyone seen the duchess or the countess?”

“They were taking the air earlier,” a woman with a handful of turnips offers. “Her Grace is fond of a brisk walk.”

The kitchen staff seems uninjured, unaware, and unhelpful. I’m not sure I want to send more bodies into the courtyard, so I tell them, “Stay inside. Barricade the door, and do not open it unless Alain or I come to you. No one else, not even the duchess.”

“Who are you to overrule Her G—”

“The Hunter. No one but me or the steward.” I cannot tell them that the dowager duchess isn’t human. That conversation isn’t my place—or my priority right now.

A hasty search of the rest of the rooms turns up more of the same—a few oblivious people and a couple more maids who are hiding or injured. No dead.

And no countess.

Back outside I can’t stop from scanning the tall grasses and shrubs. The sky is painted in colors of evening. The red and gold swaths of light start to make the world seem beautiful, but it’s hard to believe that there can be beauty when my mother is missing and the dowager duchess is a killer.

I spy fresh footprints disturbing the muddy path toward the Maudite tomb. A few flecks of purple goop and red blood spot the crushed seashells that line the path, signifying that both women are injured.

My mother’s blood.

The Beast of Brimmond has shed my mother’s blood.

The purple is the beast’s blood!

Memories of my father holding his organs inside flash to mind as I hurry toward the tomb overlooking the sea. The roar of the waves battering the cliff is loud enough that between it and the wind rustling the long grasses, I think my approach is surely silent.

“Mother,” I breathe at the sight of her. I know she’s injured, but she’s alive. Her throat is unbloodied, and her stomach is intact.

Her eyes burn when she sees me, and I am reminded that she is the last Hunter’s widow and the current Hunter’s mother. Her mouth shapes only two words: “Kill it.”

My mother is on the ground, half pinned under a part of the tomb that was recently broken off. She does not ask for rescue or even help. She asks for vengeance.

At first the dowager duchess seems not to notice me. She’s clawing at the stone of the tomb. Great furrows look as if the beast has dragged claws deep into the stone although the duchess still looks human. Her hands are bloodied in several places, and the wind from the sea rips at her hair and clothing.

I move toward my mother slowly, and the dowager duchess pivots. “Oh, the Hunter has come to call,” the dowager duchess says. “I see my daughter didn’t kill you.”

“Why would she? We are to be wed,” I say, glancing at my mother. The urge to run to her vies with my training. Impulsivity leads to mistakes, but she’s my mother.

The duchess pulls something from a pocket. “Bite this, and I’ll let Honora live.”

“A binding bargain?” I ask. I know that within Faerie are fruits that can trap a person, but this must simply be poison.

“Yes. Bite the fruit.” The Beast of Brimmond hurls it toward me.

I pluck it out of the air. “You will not hurt her?”

“Correct. If you bite the fruit.” The dowager duchess points at the fruit in my hand and then she kicks the stone off my mother and jerks her to her feet. The distant splash of the stone hitting the sea below is swallowed under the sound of the crashing waves.

The dowager duchess’ hand shifts. Claws lengthen and stretch, and I can see exactly why she was so able to sever men’s heads. Those blade-sharp fingers are too near my mother’s delicate skin. I step closer, and the beastly part of the duchess comes fully to the surface. Hair sprouts all over her, and claws extend from the other hand.

“Bite it, or she goes over next.” The beast shakes my mother like a wolf shakes a small mammal.

My mother kicks at her. She may not be Hunter-strong or have a faery’s strength, but she is no meek bunny. Her attempt earns nothing more than a stronger shake.

I bite down on the green fruit. The juice floods my mouth, and I wonder how much poison I need to swallow before I die. I hold the fruit in my cheek and say, “Let her go.”

“Swallow it,” the beast orders as I toss the rest of the poisonous faery fruit behind me.

Mother squirms again to get free, ripping her gown in the process. “You’re unwell.”

“I am grieving,” the beast growls. “I told Isabeau to let me stay with my husband in the tomb. She refused.”

Her face is a furrier, angrier version of Isabeau’s beastly visage. The Beast of Brimmond’s gaze is fixed on me as if I am an adder crossing her path—although she is the one insisting I eat poison.

I swallow the fruit as my mother shoves the beast with all her strength.

Mother falls to the ground, but the Beast of Brimmond stares at her. It doesn’t touch her or react in any way as I walk over and lift my mother from the ground. She simply stares at us.

And the geas compels me to try to kill her before the poison ends me. I put myself between the beast and my mother, glance back, and say, “I am sorry for this. Tell Rylan.”

My mother looks at me with heartbreak in her expression. The sky darkens, and soon, the walk back will be treacherous.

“Go. Please.” I nudge her toward the path. “Let me . . .” I don’t say the rest aloud. Declaring my intent to kill the Beast of Brimmond seems foolhardy at best. I am surely dying already since I ate the poisoned fruit. I simply hope I have time to kill the beast before I die.


Chapter 34

“She was spell-bound [by her elfin lover] . . . Her whole inner being was changed. She felt that now, but never before, she knew what love—fiery, intense, passionate, consuming love—really was. It took possession of her whole soul.”

—The Phynodderree and Other Legends of the Isle of Man by Edward Callow [1882]

The beast watches me as I stand there, half at an angle to be sure my mother is safe as she walks along the path. I am grateful that the soldiers obeyed my order—still wishing someone would have followed me. If they had, she’d have help on the descent. I am unable to help Mother, and it pains me to see her flinch.

“How long until the poison takes hold?” I ask quietly, testing how keen the beast’s hearing is. The sky is brightened by only a sliver of moon, but I realize that neither of us needs the moon’s light now. I did when she first attacked me.

“The heart fruit is only poison if you are not in love,” the Beast of Brimmond says. “Your heart will turn to stone after one moon’s cycle.”

“And if I am in love?”

“You will be fine.” The beast’s voice sounds like the dowager duchess’, and I wonder if my father had guessed. I wonder if he disliked her before that because he knew she was a faery that ought not walk in this world.

“I have accepted a geas to kill the Beast of Brimmond,” I tell her. “I do not want this. You ought not be in our world. Faeries are not—”

“I do not take orders from the Hunter,” she scoffs.

“Your queen is why I am here.” I draw my sword. I’m not certain that I have the strength or agility to beat her. The faeries I have trained to fight are weaker things, ones that slip through the gate from Faerie. “I don’t even know what you are.”

“Your death,” she says softly.

And then she charges at me, and although I expect it, I am still not prepared. Not for the sheer force of her, not for the power of the arm that slashes toward me. I hold my sword, grateful that the one in my hands is a strong two-handed blade, and the impact of the blow between my blade and her arm shakes me to my bones.

I was not prepared to fence blade to clawed arms, but she moves as if her arms are both swords. I feel the cuts of my sword sink into her skin, and the ground is littered with purple flecks and green gems as droplets of her blood sail through the air and harden.

She strikes, and I parry and riposte. Over and over, she swings. The air takes on a strange hue as if the sky is raining emeralds.

Yet despite the blood loss, the Beast of Brimmond does not slow.

My arms ache, and my shoulders feel like I might fracture. Small cuts decorate my own skin, and I feel blood drip from my arms to the earth. Every lesson I’ve ever had comes into play. Her weapon is a part of her, and so I cannot disarm her—short of severing a limb.

“Do you drink blood?” I ask between the next round of parry and riposte.

She scowls, briefly off kilter at my query. “No.”

“Why do you drain them?” I press with both my question and the blade in my hands. The steel of my weapon does not burn her, but it does seem to stop her wounds from closing. That is as much as it does on the strongest of faeries I’ve seen.

“A consequence of the beheading.” The beast’s claws rake over my dominant arm, and the pain of it is searing this time.

I keep my arm aloft, only making oberhau or mittelhau cuts now. The over and middle cuts keep my elbow bent, so they become my default. I do not want to straighten my elbow for any unterhau cuts; doing so will allow the blood to roll down my forearm onto my hand.

Slick hands drop swords, Father’s voice booms in my memory.

He has trained me for this fight. If I can stop her, if I can survive, Rylan will not be the Hunter tomorrow.

“I love Isabeau,” I announce. “The poison will not kill me.”

This time the beast steps back, as if she must find an opening to attack more ferociously.

“And she loves me,” I add, “just as my father loved my mother. You took him from her. Stole years from them.”

“He upset Isaac, telling him about my mistake.” The beast growls at me. “One dead man, and the Hunter comes here to upset my love. He upset my husband on our last day together. Isaac knew what I was, and he still loved me, but he was so angry about my mistake.”

“Killing people is not merely a mistake. You nearly severed his head.” I cannot let myself think of her as Isabeau’s mother, as the duchess, as a person. She is the Beast of Brimmond. She killed my father.

“My husband was dying, and that wretched man was disrespecting marriages.” The beast growled. “Death should come to the evil, and good men like Isaac should live forever.”

“My father was a good man.”

“He stole almost an hour of my husband’s life with his prattle.” The beast charges at me again.

“And Emma? Girard? The nameless man at my house? Hugh?”

“The chit and the barkeep upset my daughter.” The beast stabs upward, and I barely block it. “The others . . . one made a lecherous look my way, and the first made such looks at everyone in his path.”

“You cannot simply murder people over these things.” The blood loss from the deep furrows in my arm is making me tired—or perhaps that’s from two sleepless nights, riding all day, and fighting a monster. Either way, my reflexes slow just a little more.

She sees it, though, and again, she launches at me. “I can do whatever I please. My husband has abandoned me to this horrible place without him.”

I falter, but this time, the beast’s claws don’t sink as deep. The pain, though, is in my thigh. Stepping out as I parry and riposte, even standing, makes blood trickle down my leg.

A growling sound fills the air, and I think it’s her, the Beast of Brimmond, growing excited as she is prepared to kill me. Then a hairy blur charges to my side, and for a flicker of a moment, I think I will have to fight two beasts.

I think Isabeau has come here to defend her family, but she surges forward and her claws dive deep into the Beast of Brimmond’s belly. Isabeau continues forward until she is at the edge of the sea cliff, holding the dowager duchess in her clawed hands. She lifts her mother up higher.

“Isabeau! Wait!”

A furred, monstrous Isabeau hurls her mother over the edge of the cliff, and the Beast of Brimmond plummets into the dark night. The rocky edge of the cliff will impale her, and if those sea rocks do not kill her, the icy water will. I can feel the weight of the geas release me.

All that is left is sorrow, pain, and confusion.

Isabeau looks at me with the same eyes I know and love, although they are currently lost in a furred face. “You scared me, love.”

She opens her arms as if to embrace me, but I cannot. She is still a faery, and I am still the Hunter. Even as my heart breaks, I lift the point of my sword and await the fight that will likely end my life.

“You are not bound to kill her,” a voice says from behind me. “The geas only was to kill the murderous one.”

I whirl, blade still at the ready.

A feral barefoot woman stands there in a long dress that looks as if it was made of molten silver. As she steps forward, taking two paces toward me, the length of her right leg from ankle to hip is bared. More scandalously, she appears not to have a chemise or anything under the gown. Even nightgowns are more modest than this. A long swath of cloth trails over one shoulder, but her arms are bare, and only one leg is covered.

Corpses in their winding cloths have more material.

Infants do.

Seductresses—who make their money teaching nobles and merchants the ways of intimacy—wear more.

“Where did you come from?” I ask, still holding my blade in hand as she strolls by me and reaches up to touch Isabeau’s face.

From this angle, I see that under the woman’s long hair, her naked back is exposed. Her hair, however, is as a cloak. It falls around her shoulders, sliding over her arms and back like something living. It writhes, serpentine waves undulating from shoulder to hip.

Faery, my mind supplies in a panic.

The woman’s skin is luminous, and staring too long at her makes my eyes burn as if I’ve been looking directly at the sun.

“You’re a . . . faery.”

“The faery, in fact.” The woman’s voice is as inhuman as her appearance, and I can’t decide whether it is cacophony or symphony. The two options are equally possible and simultaneous. The woman either sounds like the screams of the damned or the sweetest music of nature. I’m not certain which . . . or if it’s both.

I shake my head and guess, “Queen Gloriana?”

She smiles. “We must speak now.”

“Faeries aren’t to be in this world. There’s a treaty. An accord. The queen—”

“The mortal queen, you mean?” Gloriana tilts her head like a feral creature trying to understand words.

“Gabrielle?” Isabeau stares at me. “How did I get here?” She glances at the sky, and a lovely smile suffuses her face. “I’m not cursed! It’s nighttime and—”

“Why would you be cursed?” Gloriana frowns. “Oh, child. Your mother has not told you.” Her language is not the common tongue, but I recognize it all the same.

The language of Hunters is the language of faeries.

Then the queen sweeps away from Isabeau again and passes me, trailing a cloud of some intoxicating fragrance that feels like peace inside my body. I stand there, speechless, senses blinded by the scent exuding from the faery queen. My mouth is dry, and my vision blurs. Sounds mute, and I feel like the very air pauses. In the distance, I hear the waves against the cliff stop.

“What are you doing?” Isabeau manages to say, and I see her moving toward me in the heavy air.

“Do you see?” the faery queen asks. “She wants to save you, protect you, love you. And you love her, Hunter of Mine.”

I am unsure whether she means hunter of creatures that are her subjects or whether she is calling me one of her creatures. I don’t want to know either. I want to stop bleeding, to see my family, to figure out what to do about Isabeau.

“Take her to Faerie,” I blurt out. “I can’t kill her.”

“Kill who?” Isabeau asks.

“You.” The faerie queen doesn’t look away from me although she speaks to Isabeau. “Without an anchor in this world, you will be unable to look human or think as they do. When Isaac died, you had no anchor. You were his daughter, his beloved child, and that love enabled you to stay human in your appearance.”

“In appearance? What are you saying?” Isabeau swallows audibly.

“You are half faery, Isabeau,” I tell her softly. “This is not a curse. It cannot be broken. At night, you are not . . . like you look right this minute. You change. Your mother has been drugging you so you didn’t notice.”

Isabeau shakes her head. “No. That’s not poss—”

I hold her gaze as I say, “Morag confirmed it, but intimated that you were not the killer I sought. That your mother . . .” I glance at Gloriana, who stands there silently watching. A tree twines out of the earth, and a second follows. They twist together, and I know without asking that she is creating a memorial for Isabeau’s parents.

“But I killed the beast,” Isabeau says.

“Isa—”

“Your mother,” Gloriana says baldly. “Maébh should have come home when her mate died. Madness comes to the untethered. Did Maébh not tell you that you must marry?”

“I killed my mother?” An expression of horror comes over Isabeau’s face as she glances toward the sea. “I remember . . . Why do I now remember this? I met you in the forest and . . . I was eating a warm, dead deer.” Isabeau looks devastated, but her voice is steady as she says, “The curse is that I roam the woods like a wild thing.”

“There is no curse,” I repeat softly, hoping that my words reach her this time, but this is a large truth to hear. “And I am sorry that you killed your mother.”

“I am not. She was threatening you. She murdered people . . . your father. She murdered your father and Girard and . . .” Isabeau’s face blanches, and she looks at me like she is lost. “I should go over the cliff’s edge, too, before I become like her.”

The faery queen makes a gesture, and Isabeau is as a statue.

The queen speaks to me again in the Hunter’s language. “I will offer you a gift, Hunter, as an apology for Maébh’s actions toward your house.”

“If I know your language, my magic . . .”

“Is of mine,” Gloriana says. “Ask your queen. Tell her you’re ready to know more.”

Then my sword lifts again as the faery queen steps close to me, but she laughs and pushes the sword tip toward the ground. “You may keep the halfling as your own. In exchange, she will answer my questions when I call upon her, or I will take Maébh’s daughter home now.”

“Isabeau should make her own choices,” I whisper, but in the language of Alveus so Isabeau can hear and understand me. “I cannot choose for her or ask her to be your spy.”

“I am offering you the choice, Hunter. You can love her, send her away, or you can kill her.” The queen nods as if these are reasonable choices. “If you love her, she will stay in this form unless she wants to change.”

Unfrozen now, Isabeau drops to her knees and bows her head. Eyes fixed on the earth, she says, “Go ahead and kill me, Gabrielle. I won’t stop you, and I cannot go with her. I cannot live without you.”

My heart tightens, and for all the times I have been told that duty comes before heart, I know that my own father put his heart—my mother’s health—before his duty to have a son to be the next Hunter.

“Isabeau . . .”

She looks up at me. “I forgive you, love. I understand. You are the Hunter.”

“So dramatic! That’s why I chose Maébh, of course, to come to this world, and it is why you will serve this purpose well, Isabeau. You are more like humans than most of my subjects.”

“What purpose?” Isabeau asks.

“Updates,” the faery queen says.

“Spying,” I say at the same time. “Like your mother did. The queen knew.”

Isabeau’s eyes are wide in surprise, but she says nothing. She gives a singular nod, holding my gaze. My love has put her fate and future in my hands. She’s still on her knees awaiting execution.

Gloriana gestures, and my sword lifts again without my intention or accord. “Well, Hunter? What will it be?”

I drop my sword to the ground. Then I reach down to Isabeau and tilt her head back to stare into her face. “I love you, Isabeau. My geas bade me to kill a specific monster. You are not her.”

“I am a monster, though,” Isabeau whispers. “You’re the Hunter, and I am a monster.”

“You have offered to marry me. Does knowing what you are change that desire? Does it erase your love?” I trace the contours of Isabeau’s face.

“No. My family has . . . My mother . . . She killed your father, Gabrielle.”

“You are not your mother.” Tears trickle over my cheeks. “I cannot kill you, my love, especially when you are not guilty of any crime other than being born to a faery—which was not your choice.”

“Shouldn’t you kill me? That’s the Hunter’s role.”

“Mor and I agreed to allow several spies on both sides,” Gloriana says, reminding us that she is still here listening. “If you stay, she and I both know that will be what you are doing, or you can come explore your homeland.”

“I will not go to Faerie,” Isabeau says softly. “I cannot leave you.”

“That leaves you with marrying me and spying on your aunt?”

Isabeau stands and pulls me into her arms. As she holds me, she whispers into my ear, “Promise you’ll kill me if I . . . become like my mother.”

“I swear I will not let you become a murderous monster.” I kiss my betrothed, and when I pull away, I realize that we are alone again.

The queen of Faery has vanished as silently as she arrived. I expect we’ll see her again, but I am alone with my bride-to-be. Whatever magic controls her heritage is contained, much as it apparently was for her mother.

The Beast of Brimmond is dead, and I am no longer left with the questions that plagued me of late. There will be other questions, more now that I have met the faery queen, but I feel the weight of the lives of Alveus’ citizens slip from my shoulders for the evening.


Epilogue

Three Months Later

“Love?” Isabeau’s voice startles me as it cuts through the noise in the courtyard of Maudite Castle. If not for Hunter’s gifts, I would not hear her whispered word over the din of hammering and chattering, over the thunking of tools on stone and earth, over the creaking of pulleys and carts’ wheels.

I am who I am, though, a Hunter of beasts. I hear everything. And my beast is not to be home from visiting the queen yet, but she is here. I hear her whispered word and the bevy of questions inside that one word.

My beloved is nothing if not obstinate.

And beautiful and brave and clever, my heart reminds me, offering up a litany of her charms.

After Gloriana departed, I realized that we didn’t have a deadline for a wedding, that the faery’s admonishment was simply that I must love Isabeau. That, I already did. So I insisted Isabeau take time to think and heal and find peace with the recent revelations—about herself, about her mother’s death, about what I am. Of course, my impetuous duke insisted she was ready to summon a minister that day. In truth, I was, too. I wanted her to have time, though, to accept these truths about herself and about me.

Currently, she is still seated atop Woede as they wend through the crowd outside Maudite Castle. The stark black of her cloak and trousers is not quite as dark as the massive horse, but the sight of the dark-clad duke and the massive horse unsettles the workers. Almost unconsciously, the crowd parts to give extra room for her and for Woede. I wonder sometimes whether the extra deference is because they sense her otherness as much as because she is the duke or the niece of the queen herself.

Whatever the reason, she cuts through this crowd as she does in every setting. She is power incarnate. My feral duke.

With effort, I tear my gaze from her and look down at the plans that are stretched out on the planks before me. The castle yard is abuzz with masons and carpenters. I thought I had the week to make progress on the plans I’ve been plotting in secret, yet here she is, only a mere two days after she left.

“I don’t recall expecting an army of workers in our courtyard.” Isabeau dismounts, and Woede mouths her shoulder before turning his attention to me.

I stroke the horse fondly, and he then wanders off to either graze or study the people in the courtyard. Sometimes, I think he’s not entirely of this world, but I have no way of knowing. Perhaps, like the wolves in the forest, he’s simply untamed enough that he accepts my unusual beloved the way only the wild can.

The way I do.

I lift my chin as Isabeau steps closer to me, adopting a posture better suited to a fight. The only thing I must fight, however, is the temptation to behave too affectionately in front of the assembled workers. “This was to be a surprise.”

“I am certainly surprised.” Isabeau smiles at me as if I have done something she finds enchanting. Honestly, though, she often looks at me that way over the smallest things. Isabeau makes no effort to hide how smitten she is. Casually, she asks, “May I ask what they are doing?”

I feel my cheeks flush. “Mostly repairs, but also adding a moat.”

“A moat?” she echoes.

“You said you wanted a moat. I cannot truly fill the water with venomous serpents, but I can give you a moat.” I feel foolish saying it. “When you found out what I am, you said—”

“I remember.” Isabeau takes my face in her hands, holding me still and staring into my eyes. The world falls away as she asks, “Are you letting me lock you away then, love?”

“Not exactly. I am agreeing that we should have a wedding. I waited to be sure you had time to reconsider, but . . .” I gesture at the masons and carpenters and assorted workers. “I am done with waiting. I thought a gesture might—”

Her lips take mine in a kiss that steals all my explanations. My elaborate gift is incomplete, but she understands the import all the same.

When she pulls back, she looks at me and says, “I was not in Regina Centrum to check on accounts. I wanted to ask Auntie Mor to let us have the wedding at the palace. She and the countess were both there, already making grand plans for the ceremony.”

I laugh at the absurdity of both of us trying to make grand gestures. “Of course they were. I suspect Mother has been plotting for this for years.” I pause and ask cautiously, “Are you . . . upset that your mother is not here?”

I don’t mention the fact that she killed the dowager duchess. Isabeau seems to be at peace with what happened, but weddings are often times for family. It was among the reasons I’ve hesitated.

“No. I wish my father were here. She tried to kill the woman I love. I have no regrets, love. I will always put you first.” Isabeau offers me her arm. “Come show me what changes you are making to our castle.”

“Inside or outside first?”

“Your favorite changes first.” She gives me a smile that makes me warm. She knows me, knows my tells and traits, in a way that I thought impossible to find.

“Armory!” I propel her toward the castle as she laughs.

I am not sure she’ll love everything, but the fighting space and armory I’ve envisioned in the smaller ballroom will certainly please her. I suspect she’ll be happy at the small infirmary I’ve added as well. The villagers at Fleuriste now supply much of the extra staff here—including one of Maria’s lot—as well as at Fleuriste Manor.

More challenges will come, of that I am certain, but I am confident that we can weather whatever they are because we are together. Love is the magic that enables Isabeau to control her beastly transformation. Love is why I am stronger than I was the day I became the Hunter. My beastly duke is at my side, and we are united against all odds.

I don’t know what comes next, but I’m certain we can face it together.
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