
    [image: Cover: Forest of Hearts, by M.A. Kuzniar. Sunday Times Bestselling Author. One touch and his heart is Lost forever…. ]



[image: Forest of Hearts, by M.A. Kuzniar. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]




For my mum, Irena Kuzniar, for bringing me up with love and stories, especially our favourite ‘banialuki’.





PART ONE The Cottage


There was nothing to do but silently wait for the danger to pass, praying to the old gods that I would not hear the scrape of claws on my roof, the rattle of my door handle, a fingernail sliding between my wooden shutters to open them from the outside.







CHAPTER ONE

I hated the taste of human hearts.

Rich and meaty, they sang with all the bitterness of their unspent years. Preparing them was a bloody affair that stained my hands and fingernails, leaving them reeking of iron and salt.

The heart I held now was still warm. Humming an old folksong, I pared thin slivers and set them aside. Pastry was neatly laid out inside a pie dish with the rest of filling already assembled; herbs and vegetables, accompanied by a rich tomato sauce that had been simmering since morning, with a generous glug of a dark red wine I hoped would disguise the flavour of the heart. Make me forget that it had not long been plucked from a man’s chest.

I used to believe that my heart was a home for all of my hopes and dreams, but now I knew the truth; it was just meat. Pushing them off the chopping board, I slid the slivers into the pie with the same knife I’d used to steal the heart; sharp enough to slide through skin like butter, strong enough to part a ribcage. Before I lost my nerve, I capped the pie with a pastry lid and shoved it inside the stove. Only then did I slump against the countertop and take a slug of that blood-red wine. It burned a path down my core. Soon, the pie would golden and I would be forced to eat every single bite, but until then I could pretend otherwise. Pretend that I had carved out this lonely life in the last pocket of magic in Stary Bór, the oldest forest in Mazrovia, because I was suited to a solitary existence amid the bloodthirsty trees and lost spirits and the owls that watched every step I took outside. Not because I had been cursed by the Queen of Mazrovia. My own mother.

Seven hearts was the price of reclaiming my queendom.

The pie in the stove contained number six.



The sun set as I scrubbed the blood from my hands until the water ran clear. This deep in the forest, night fell like a shroud, filled with the kind of creatures who prowled beneath a moonless sky. Casting a wary glance out the window, I hurried to light candles until my cottage glowed with buttery light, offsetting the near-black wooden walls. The lower half was one room, warmed by the large stove, scented with thyme and rosemary drying in bunches along the windows. I closed and locked the shutters, one by one, sprinkling salt and dried lavender from my apron pocket over the windowsills and doorways, sealing each threshold with protection, lest something evil tried to steal inside.

While the pie cooked, I straightened the two chairs around the table, tidied the military maps and papers spilling onto the floor from the threadbare settee, and fed another log to the fire. It crackled and spat at me. It was never wise to signpost the location of your fragile existence this deep in the forest; it was hungry and I was not the only one living here who feasted on human meat. But flames were necessary for my secret, which I kept buried beneath their ashes and embers.

A sudden pain shot through my ribs.

‘Not now,’ I groaned, clenching my side and hoping it would subside, that it had just been a warning pain. I was not so lucky. It seized my body like I’d been caught in a hunting trap, making my vision flicker in and out. Struggling to draw a breath against the all-consuming pain, I staggered up the wooden stairs that led to my tiny bedroom clinging on like an afterthought. Pushing through the thick door that stuck on its hinges every winter, I stumbled over to my bed. There, I collapsed.

My bed was beneath the steep eaves, where a single window peered out at the wych elms hemming me in. Their branches rested on the slanted roof, scrabbling against it with gnarled fingers as if they were trying to claw their way inside. Taking deep, slow breaths, I curled up like a crescent moon until the pain passed.

Outside, the forest fell still. Silent. Too silent. Stary Bór rustled and snarled without pause until something truly dangerous wandered by, then everything held its breath to avoid attention. With my mother’s curse waging war on my body, I was defenceless. Gritting my teeth, I reached out to bolt the shutters on the single window upstairs. There was nothing to do but silently wait for the danger to pass, praying to the old gods that I would not hear the scrape of claws on my roof, the rattle of my door handle, a fingernail sliding between my wooden shutters to open them from the outside. I swallowed the searing pain down, hoping that I had not drawn the eye of the forest demon, said to be descended from the god of the underworld, Weles, himself, ancient and terrible enough to cleave your mind with fear. But fear was an old ally of mine. Even back in the castle, it had been my bedfellow. Teaching me to keep my blades sharp and my wits sharper. Giving me the strength to battle the curse that lurked in my veins.

The pain vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Rising to my feet, I swept aside the curtain that shielded the single mirror I permitted inside the cottage. One quick look couldn’t hurt.

When my mother had cursed me, for a moment I thought I’d glimpsed a flash of hurt in her silver eyes, but her stare had been iron, hard and imperious, simply reflecting my own pain back at me. The betrayal had been as cutting as an execution. A final severing between the queen and her sole heir. Mother and daughter. Myself and the only home I had ever known.

‘Seven human hearts will be the price of your return,’ my mother had hissed as she’d cursed me and stridden away. These would have been her final words, a parting horror, had I not called out after her, forcing her to turn on her heel and face the daughter she had cursed one last time: ‘I’ll fight this; I won’t let you be the death of me.’

My dearest companion and closest friend, Katia, had helped me flee the castle as the curse flooded through me, the banishment taking immediate effect. While I’d wheezed for air, my heart squeezed as if it were being held in a fist, she’d wrapped my greatest secret in cloth and bundled it into a knapsack with supplies before dragging me through the secret passages and dispatching me in the direction of Stary Bór. Journeying through night and day and night again, I eventually stumbled upon an abandoned cottage, nestled in a tangle of wych elms, that I laid claim to.

I spent my first winter shivering in the cottage, refusing to kill anyone. I couldn’t stomach killing a bird nor skinning a rabbit – how could I ever steal a human life? But winter stayed long past its welcome, its frost creeping inside the cottage, turning my breath white and my fingers unfeeling. By the time the thaw came, my meals had stretched thinner and thinner, until I might have been glad of a heart to thicken my meagre stews. I stayed strong, believing I had survived the worst of my banishment. Until the day I awoke to a terrible, twisting pain, deep within my chest. Convinced that death was reaching its shadowed hand towards me, I’d ripped my dress open before the mirror. I’d been marked by the curse: a root was growing through my chest, the thin line of bark visible through my milky skin. A rising sense of horror engulfed me as a single leaf sprouted from the skin along my collarbone. Perhaps this was a fate worse than death. Trying to pull out the leaf had drawn blood; these strange markings were part of me now. It was as if I had swallowed the forest and it was taking root in me.

It became suddenly clear that this curse was no mere banishment; no ploy to keep me away from the castle. It was a death sentence.

For the first time, the thought of killing crossed my mind, but I refused to sacrifice innocents; instead I would sharpen my knives for the person who had cursed me. But even if I could have returned home, killing my mother would not end this curse; as a child I’d read in her secret journals that no curse she cast would end in the event of her death.

I surrendered.

I found five different people daring their luck in the forest that first summer. Five hearts that I’d devoured, making me a murderess five times over in a birth of blood and bone.

When winter had once more grasped the forest in its frozen fist, my firewood was stacked high, cupboards groaning with everything I’d set aside for the grimmest of seasons. Yet not a soul ventured into my part of the forest and so it was not long before I grew a second root, this one stretching down my left shoulder and into my arm.

Come spring, I hunted deeper and farther than before, until I came across a woodsman chopping trees. It was his heart baking in the stove now.



Now, unlacing the armoured corset I wore at all times, made of stiff black leather and veined with metal from the Iron Sea, I bared my chest to the mirror. I bore three roots. Dark scars that creaked inside me, stiff and sore. A painful reminder that my time was running out: I’d made myself a murderer, but I was still one body away from breaking my curse. Anger, remorse and guilt blossomed as I traced my roots with my fingertips. Snapping the curtain back over the mirror, I crept downstairs. The forest was beginning to resume its normal rhythm; the tap of branches on my roof, wind gusting through the leaves, the plaintive howl of prey meeting predator.

I’d just returned to my kitchen and taken the pie out of the stove when I heard it.

A hoarse scream.

Grabbing my still-bloodied knife, I ripped off my apron and dashed to the back door, sliding the peephole open to survey the dark treeline outside. Nothing rustled in the foliage, no eyes glittered in the black night. A second scream sounded, weaker than the first, filled with pain and fear. Perhaps a person, caught in a hunting trap. Perhaps my seventh and final heart.

Silently unlocking my door, I slunk into the forest like a shadow.





CHAPTER TWO

Entering the treeline was like walking into battle.

It took a beat for my eyes to adjust; the canopy was too thick for a single shaft of moonlight to light my path. Tangled ferns and prowling tree roots threatened to trip me. I paid close attention to my footwork, which was every bit as important here as it was in a swordfight. An owl swivelled its head to stare at me, its eyes preternatural lanterns that sent a shiver down my back: just an owl or was something else looking out through those glowing eyes? From eavesdropping on the queen’s meetings with castle intelligence, I knew my mother was not the only one with spies everywhere. The owl could be hers. Or it could belong to the forest demon, keeping watch on all who passed through his territory. I did not know which was worse.

I crept in the direction of the scream, my heart thundering.

‘If you step into Stary Bór, it’s kill or be killed,’ Katia had whispered to me during our race through the secret passageways the last time I had seen her. Her brown eyes wide with warning, her knowledge of the forest greater than mine, thanks to her upbringing in one of its neighbouring villages, rich in old folklore and superstition. ‘The forest demon will know the moment you set foot in his territory. Find shelter and stay there. He is the only thing in this world the queen fears: she will not step into his forest. You’ll be safe from her there.’ She’d left the rest of her warning unvoiced: that I might be safe from my mother in Stary Bór, but only if I could survive the forest itself.

The trees rustled hungrily as I passed, smelling the dried blood on my clothes.

Somewhere nearby, a stick snapped like a spine. I froze, tightening my grip on the knife, listening. A crunch of leaves, a whisper of wind and there. Ragged breathing. I tiptoed towards it, hoping against hope I wasn’t walking into a trap; I was in no mood to meet the forest demon tonight.

Lying against a moss-coated rock, in the crevice where two oaks met, was a man, unconscious and bleeding.

He looked a few solstices older than my nineteen years and even through the darkness, I could see he was unbearably handsome, his jawline sharp and stubbled, hair tousled. Pity he was most likely dead already; a stopped heart wouldn’t count towards my seven. My curse was too cruel for that.

As I bent over him to feel for a pulse, his eyes snapped open, startling me. ‘Do not touch me.’

I sprang back, keeping my blade pointed towards him. ‘I was checking if you were still alive. You’re badly wounded.’

‘Believe me, I’m aware,’ he groaned, holding his side. His shirt was torn, the skin beneath it ripped through with tooth or claw. A black, woollen cloak spilled off his shoulders and his dark trousers were plastered against his legs, with something that could have been mud or blood. A carved dagger hilt peeked out from his waistband. I was willing to bet my last bottle of goat’s milk that it bore the likeness of Dziewanna, goddess of hunting and wild animals, favoured among hunters. Only fools, hunters and woodcutters risked their lives by wandering into Stary Bór, and this stranger’s broad shoulders and strong arms marked his as either huntsman or woodcutter. The dagger instead of an axe decided me. Huntsman.

‘What attacked you?’ I shifted into a defensive position, cursing my own recklessness for charging out here at night. I should have stayed in my cottage, in the warmth and light, feasting on my sixth heart before the curse continued to crawl eagerly through my veins. I was still shaken from the pain of growing another root.

The stranger grunted, trying and failing to sit up. ‘It was too dark to see. Do you have to keep that thing pointed at me? I’m no threat to you.’

But I had not yet decided if I was going to be a threat to him. He could be my seventh heart. The key to uncursing me, ridding this pain I carried every day and leaving me free to plot my return to the castle. Realisation dawned on him, his gaze turning wary as he drank me in, from my snug leather leggings to the loose shirt I wore, hiding my armoured corset beneath, the knife in my hand, and up to my mass of raven-black hair pinned atop my head with a second, smaller knife.

I shivered under the directness of his gaze. With a jolt, I realised I was staring back at him and began speaking in a hurry. ‘You’re endangering us both,’ I told him. ‘The trees have already smelled your blood.’ I nodded at the nearest oak. Its thorned roots had risen through the earth while we’d been talking and now they were slowly creeping along the moss, towards him. ‘It won’t be long until others come. And, believe me, you don’t want to meet them.’ I wasn’t sure why I was still speaking, I should have already claimed his heart so that I could be free of this forest and its wicked ways. But I’d never taken a life like this before. This stranger was wounded, defenceless. Killing him felt like something the queen would do and that realisation was enough for me to sheath my blade. Sighing, I offered my hand instead.

His gaze was still locked on me. ‘Why should I trust you?’

I arched my brows. ‘Would you rather a death sentence?’

The first root reached him, its pointed tip burrowing into his thigh. He yelled out and I lunged for him, hauling him up and away from the danger. The oaks hissed, their roots contorting in anger, branches rattling. In the distance, a howl pierced the veil of night. The huntsman clenched his jaw as he battled the pain, breathing fast and tight. Even hunched to one side, he was tall; I barely reached his collarbone. ‘Are you going to tell me your name?’ he bit out, sweat beading along his forehead as he continued to hold onto one of my hands, stabilising himself.

‘Not here,’ I hissed, scanning the darkness. ‘Anyone, anything could hear.’ It was one of the basic laws of the forest. ‘Shouldn’t a huntsman know that?’

His hand tightened on mine. My palm tingled and I hesitated, glancing back at him. He was evaluating me anew, his distrust tinged with curiosity.

‘I never said I was a huntsman.’

A thorned root scuttled over my boot. Snapping to attention, I grabbed his arm, yanking him away. Another howl echoed through the trees, this time close enough to send a couple of smaller creatures skittering through the undergrowth. A raven cawed a warning. Swearing under my breath, I pulled his arm over my shoulders and began to walk him back to my cottage. My back ached from supporting his weight, my newest root straining against my skin. ‘We need to see to your wounds,’ I said between gritted teeth, ignoring the way we were pressed together, that this was possibly the worst idea I’d ever had, that my cottage held too many secrets that could be my undoing.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered softly.

I could always kill him later.





CHAPTER THREE

There was something inside my cottage.

The moment I unlocked the door, I smelled it. Heady and wild, it perfumed my cottage with wrongness. You didn’t grow up with a witch for a mother without recognising the tang of magic in the air. However much she’d tried to hide it, I’d been a curious child, skulking through the castle to learn as much as I could without her knowing.

‘Wait here.’ I ducked under the huntsman’s arm, propping him up against the wall.

‘You shouldn’t go in there alone.’ His gaze was keen, alert, despite his blood loss. Did he smell it, too? If so, it wasn’t too much of a surprise; Mazrovia was a queendom with a rich magical heritage: even if its citizens were turning against magic now, it was still baked into their bones.

‘I’ve dealt with worse than whatever is inside there,’ I told him as he lingered on my face, assessing me anew. Some back-up could be helpful but he was a stranger, injured. He was a liability. He waited outside.

Steeling myself, I drew my biggest knife and entered alone.

It was an effort not to run over to the hearth and check that the fire still concealed my secret. Never rush into an attack if your defence is not rock-solid, Pan Jedrick, my weapons master, and one of the people I missed most from the castle, used to lecture as he swiped at my boots with his staff, searching for weaknesses in my stance. Short and stocky, with a head as bald as the mountaintop on which he’d grown up, in the farthest western reaches of the queendom, his harsh accent echoed through my memories. Or your last thought will be the worst kind of regret. It was his knife I clenched now; its hilt embossed with the mountains and swollen moon of the Dragonspines, its blade able to cut through magic.

Keeping my back to the wall, I circled the lower floor, searching for the source of the magic that was burning my nostrils. When I drew near to the fire, I finally permitted myself a single, sweeping look. Relief flooded me; the hearth was undisturbed.

Something rushed along the kitchen floor.

I whirled round, trying to see where it was. What it was. ‘Where are you hiding?’ I raised my knife, creeping closer.

It flew out from beneath the cupboard and lunged under the stove. It was an unformed, shadowy mass with seeping tendrils of darkness. My hand shook as I swallowed my dread down. Showing fear was declaring weakness, and weakness was an invitation to be eaten. Kill or be killed, Katia had said. Eat or be eaten, more likely.

The heart I’d baked into a pie sat atop the stove: was that what this creature was after?

‘Come out, come out,’ I whispered, reaching up to pull my second knife from my hair. I would not lose my sixth heart.

Something grabbed my wrist from behind.

I span round, striking out with my first knife.

But the huntsman moved faster, seizing that wrist, too.

‘Let me go,’ I seethed, about to raise a knee to kick him where he’d fall to his knees, but he shook his head at me, a hint of a smirk on his lips.

‘You don’t want to do that,’ he told me.

‘Go to Nawia,’ I growled, attempting to free myself so that I could dispatch him to the underworld myself. With a twist of my wrists, I tried snapping my arms down to free them, but the huntsman’s grip was unyielding, his hands flexible and strong, easily resisting my efforts to break free from him. I frowned. How could he be stronger than me, injured as he was? Perhaps Pan Jedrick had always taken it easier on me than I’d believed.

His smirk grew, further enraging me. ‘That’s a domowik.’ He nodded to the horrifying pool of shadows skulking under my stove.

I paused, lowering my knee and glancing at the shadows. One tendril was still visible, lying on my kitchen floor like a fat snake. ‘You’re lying,’ I said flatly. ‘Nobody’s seen a domowik in years.’ I ought to have known; the castle had once had hundreds of protective house spirits dwelling beneath its turrets, but they had all evaporated when the queen began her purge against magic a decade ago. I still remembered the one that slumbered under my bed when I was little; it used to steal my hairbrush to sleep with. ‘And that looks nothing like a domowik. According to the stories,’ I tacked on hastily. Not everyone was lucky enough to have had a house spirit and my true identity was a secret second only to the one I harboured in my fireplace.

‘Nobody’s seen a fully formed domowik in years,’ the huntsman corrected me. ‘This one seems to have been lucky enough to have survived the Purge, though it’s in a weakened state. Still worth not angering it though. Give it a few saucers of milk and I’d wager it will start to recover its shape.’

‘Fine,’ I grumbled.

‘If I let you go, are you still going to kick me?’

I levelled a glare at him. ‘If you don’t let me go, you’re going to wish I’d only kicked you.’

He gave me a slow smile. ‘Maybe I should keep holding on to you, then.’

My stomach tightened, my cheeks warming against my will. ‘Try it and suffer.’ I had never wanted to kick a man more. If he hadn’t been injured… I resisted.

The huntsman slowly released my hands, watching me carefully. His eyes were a deep holly-green with flecks of gold that glinted in the lanternlight. My hair chose that moment to finish unknotting since I’d pulled the knife from it. It tumbled down around my shoulders, as wild and black as ebony.

The huntsman’s eyes darkened. ‘I was worried you were going to kill me earlier but, gods, it might just be worth it.’

Guilt snapped its jaws around me like a trap. My previous six victims’ faces flashed through my mind in quick succession. It took everything in me not to glance at the pie sitting behind him, not to draw his attention to one of my secrets. ‘If you thought I was going to kill you, why did you let me bring you here?’

He shrugged then winced, clamping a hand on his side as he suddenly remembered his wound. ‘I wouldn’t have survived much longer out there anyway,’ he admitted. His shirt was stiff with blood, so much blood that I wondered how I hadn’t smelled it when we’d walked back to my cottage together. I was covered in it, too. Bile rose in my throat, along with the memory of the last words I’d exchanged with my mother as her curse took root in me. ‘I’ll fight this,’ I’d called out after her, my heart already tightening as the banishment took effect. ‘I won’t let you be the death of me.’ A strange little look had flickered over her face as she’d glanced back at me. ‘Darling Snow White, my pure-hearted girl, you do not have what it takes to fight this. You’re not a monster.’

I swallowed it all back down. So what if I’d become a monster? I was alive.

‘I need to see to your wound – now.’ With one boot, I kicked out at the nearest chair, spinning it round and pushing the huntsman down onto it. Unlike when he’d grabbed my wrists, he yielded easily. Almost… eagerly. ‘Take your shirt off,’ I ordered, lifting my box of healing supplies down from one of the kitchen shelves.

He grinned. ‘Only if you ask nicely.’

Placing my hands on the armrests, I bent closer as he sucked in a breath. ‘Would you prefer the cold embrace of death?’ I whispered seductively, apparently unable to play nice. Gods, this stranger, this huntsman, had creeped under my skin.

His chuckle was deep, dark. Delicious. Unbuttoning his shirt with bloody fingers, he revealed his chest; taut with the definition I’d expect from a huntsman with his arrogant attitude, taking no heed of the danger before venturing into Stary Bór. I glanced away, pretending it had no effect on me. Then he hissed between his teeth. The torn rags of his shirt clung to his wound like moss to bark. Gently taking over, I peeled fabric from skin, revealing his shredded side. ‘Whatever attacked you had no intention of killing you,’ I told him, examining the claw marks. They were shallow, but the surrounding skin was swollen crimson red, coated with something that looked like sticky sap. Poison had clearly been secreted into his wound, and there was only one monster I knew that was capable of that.

‘It must have been my lucky day,’ he said dryly.

‘You’ve been poisoned.’ My chest tightened like I was growing another root. ‘It was a bauk.’ Fear seeped into my voice. ‘They have dagger-sharp claws that release a slow-acting poison, but they’re patient creatures. It’ll wait until the poison takes hold before it returns. That way, it can take its time.’ I’d never crossed paths with a bauk before, but Pani Agata, one of my tutors when I was a child, had had me well versed with all the different kinds of creatures that prowled through Mazrovia, from Stary Bór to the Iron Sea to the Dragonspine Mountains, and every territory in between. Each bauk carried its own signature venom, a specific scent to enable tracking its prey.

And I’d dragged the huntsman through the forest to my cottage. Leaving a bloody trail right to my door. ‘I’m a damned fool,’ I muttered, twisting my hair back and shoving my smaller knife through it.

‘It isn’t a weakness to care for others,’ the huntsman said softly.

‘You would say that,’ I pointed out. ‘I’m going to die because of you.’

He looked at me, considering. ‘I couldn’t help noticing your growing patch outside.’

‘I’m a keen gardener,’ I snapped sarcastically.

‘Are you?’ His tone was knowing. ‘Or are you a witch?’

An old memory rose, pulling me back to the age of seven. The age when a witch’s heart ripened with magic, and the only time my mother had ever regarded me with something like hope. ‘Let us see if you are truly my heir,’ she had murmured, taking my hand and slitting a finger before I could pull it away. She’d squeezed seven droplets of blood into a bowl before conjuring an iridescent violet flame. Careful not to touch it with a single fingertip, she stared at the fire, at my blood. But I was staring back at the flames reflected in her eyes, along with something else: fear. When I was seven, I had not yet realised my mother was a witch, that she had been testing me for that inherited witchhood. But I did learn something else that day: my mother feared fire.

Later I discovered the truth: witch’s blood burns. Mine did not.

‘Believe me, I am no witch.’ My laugh was sour. By the time I’d grown older and more curious, learned that my mother was a witch and that nobody knew outside her most trusted advisors, it had been too late, and she’d already begun her Purge.

Witches paid with blood for their magic. A tithe. But in Mazrovia, the land itself was soaked with old residual magic, enough to sustain the magical creatures that wandered through its forests and mountains and lakes. Until my mother decided that her own blood was not enough to pay for the kind of magic she wanted to use. Then, she started leaching it from her own queendom, forcing all magical creatures, like the domowik, to flee. Further and further, until they were stuck living in pockets of magic that the queen hadn’t yet exploited for her own gain. Like Stary Bór.

Everyone outside the queen’s circle of trust believed that she was simply banning magic under the laws of the new religion sweeping the queendom, which enforced all citizens to denounce the old gods, magic and witchery, and turn to the One True Path. I understood why my mother kept her witchblood secret; since the famine that had hounded Mazrovia decades ago, when neighbours and friends had turned on witches. Fear of another famine sent Mazrovians running into the arms of the True Path. That, too, I understood. I did not understand why my mother was its greatest advocate, using the religion to make sure she was the only one who could control magic. I guess power tasted sweet enough to disguise the hypocrisy. No matter, soon I would be rid of this abhorrent curse and the queendom would find somebody else to sit on its throne.

‘Monkshood, laburnum, belladonna,’ the huntsman recited. Well. Someone had a good memory. Along with sufficient knowledge to recognise the plants on sight, in the dark. He was not to be underestimated. ‘You can’t have grown them by accident. Not this deep in Stary Bór.’ His breath was labouring now. ‘You have a poison garden; you must know how to craft antidotes. Stop this poison surging through my veins and I swear I’ll kill anything that comes sniffing at your door.’

Closing my eyes, I massaged my temples. This was considerable trouble for a stranger. But a poisoned heart was no use to me. When I opened my eyes, his stare was pinched with pain. ‘I’m not making any promises,’ I warned him. Relief flooded his face. Something within me ached with regret. In a bid for distraction, I rummaged through my healing supplies for a sterilising tonic. I may not have been a witch, but crafting a potion only required following a recipe, and I’d spent enough years hoping that my witchhood would still take hold, that I could be the daughter my mother had set her sights on, that I’d snuck into her private rooms and memorised her spell books. Those crisp pages of parchment promising a world of power, read like a fairy tale to one little girl who only wanted to be good enough for her mother.

Seven hearts was the cost of returning to the castle, but the queen’s heart would be my eighth. For I did not forget my grudges. I nurtured them until they bloomed, as deadly as the glossy black berries of my belladonna plant.

‘Swear that you will not lay a hand on me again,’ I said.

‘I swear it to the gods,’ he said simply, sincerely.

‘Good.’

‘Unless you ask me,’ he added.

I rolled my eyes. ‘I’m going to clean your wound first—’

‘Kazimierz – Kaz,’ he said, his voice deep and even, giving his name weight. A significance that I didn’t yet know. But I would find out. ‘And you are?’

‘Elka.’

He murmured my name under his breath. It sounded sweet on his tongue. I gathered myself together with a little jolt.

‘This might sting a little, Kaz.’





CHAPTER FOUR

The huntsman slept in my bed.

After I’d cleaned his wound and packed it with antiseptic herbs and moss, I’d brewed a special tea to battle the poison taking hold over him, with willow bark to ease his pain and a pinch of lavender to guide him to sleep. With a prick of my thumb and a whisper, ‘To the gods above and below, accept this tithe and let my will be done.’ I stirred a droplet of blood into the steaming tea, watching it vanish like mist. Grinding my molars, I beseeched Dola, the goddess of fate, to let it work, to let my witchless blood be enough to pay the cost of the magic I was requesting. In Mazrovia, anyone could do simple magicwork if they paid the price, but only those with witchblood could effect real power. The gods listened to them, hungry for a taste of their blood.

Kaz had grown pale and lifeless as I’d helped him upstairs, falling into a deep, dreamless sleep the moment he’d laid down on my bed. His eyelashes were unfairly long and dark, making him look younger, more vulnerable. ‘You better be worth all this trouble,’ I sighed.

Now, padding down the stairs, I grabbed my bucket of well water, next to my unwashed dishes, and a lantern, eyeing my cold heart-pie with distaste and remorse, before slipping out into the darkness.

The domowik followed. When I shut the door behind me, it perched on the doorstep, a curious shadow watching me. Since the cottage was shuttered up tight, not a scrap of light shone through, and I was strangely touched that the domowik had braved the night with me. By lanternlight, I made out the dark wooden cottage, tangled in the mossy branches of the two wych elms it sat between, my little poison garden, and Kaz’s blood dripping down the wall he’d leaned against earlier.

Leaving the lantern next to the domowik, I wet my cleaning rag in the bucket and started scrubbing. Freezing scarlet water trickled up my sleeve, making me shudder. ‘Perun give me strength,’ I muttered, invoking the god of thunder, chief of all gods, as the huntsman’s poisoned blood marked me, too.

The forest was a dark maw, waiting to snap shut on its prey. It was thick with the scent of rich earth, of bark and moss and green things, with an underlying pungent tang. I’d become well used to its sounds and smells since I’d made the forest my home, but I was careful not to mistake feeling at home with feeling safe. The back of my neck prickled, like something was watching me from between the trees.

Moving swiftly, I dabbed my bloody cleaning cloth onto the trunk of an old oak a few paces away. Then the tree two paces beyond that, and so on, my heart beating harder with each step further into the black forest. Tree roots creaked underfoot, winding round the trunks of neighbouring trees like vines, craving a taste of the blood trail I was creating. Hardly daring to breathe, I wrung the cloth onto a fern, squeezing out the last bloody drops before hurling it as far away as possible.

Then I fled back to the safety of my cottage. When the bauk came tracking the scent of its poison, and it would come, hopefully it would follow my re-directed path, taking it back into the forest and leaving the cottage alone.

Pausing only to snatch up the lantern I’d left outside, I ran back through my front door. The domowik scurried along at my ankles; it seemed like it had been waiting on the threshold for my safe return. What was happening? I’d gone from living alone to saving a stranger, now sleeping in my bed, and letting a domowik camp out in my kitchen. Bolting the door shut, I scattered salt and lavender over it for luck.

Turning a critical eye over the rest of the cottage, I began tidying, hiding anything I didn’t want Kaz to find. Buying myself some time before I confronted that pie sitting in my kitchen. As I swept military maps and charts out of view, stowing them beneath my clothes in my wooden chest, I felt eyes on my back. ‘Fine.’ I sighed, trudging over to the kitchen and retrieving my last bottle of goat’s milk from a pail of icy stream water, kept on a slab of cold stone. Life in the cottage was more rustic than the castle, which was filled with modern comforts and luxuries fresh from the Amber City, but lately it had been getting harder and harder to miss it. In the castle, the beasts hid their teeth and claws behind politics and courtly machinations, but their bite was just as deadly.

‘There you go.’ I poured some milk into a saucer and set it on the floor. The domowik rushed over at once. ‘I guess you still have a mouth after all,’ I said, watching it suck up the milk, leaving the empty saucer rocking on the floor. ‘I’m sorry about the Purge.’ I refilled the saucer and sat on the floor beside the domowik. One shadowy tendril tilted my way. Listening. ‘I’m glad you’re not all gone,’ I whispered, ‘And I hope more of you are hiding out here, too.’

I wondered which part of Mazrovia the domowik had fled from; the land that my mother had plundered of magic was left scarred. Plants and trees grew slower, smaller. Crops failed. I had believed that all the protective house spirits had vanished once the magic was depleted from their homes, but it was cheering that they hadn’t been killed off, only reduced to this formless shape as they searched for a new home.

‘We’re both far from home now,’ I told the domowik, reaching for a fork and my heart-pie. With a deep, gathering breath, I speared the pastry with my fork and began to eat. It was cold. The meat – for I would continue to tell myself it was only meat, even as my stomach knew the difference and roiled like I was on board a merchant ship on the Iron Sea – was tough and slimy. It slipped down my throat in unpleasant chunks. I forced myself to finish every last bite. Until the single candle in the kitchen had burned low. Until the forest began its nightly howling. Until my legs had gone numb from sitting on the cold floor. The domowik stayed beside me the entire time. I gave it a chunk of my leftover pastry. ‘Number six,’ I said bleakly, staring at the empty dish.



I was feeding another log to the fire when it began.

It started with a gut-curdling snarl that sent ripples of fear down my spine. The bauk was hunting us. Sitting back on my knees, I scanned the lower floor of the cottage. All the windows were locked and shuttered, both doors bolted shut. Thick lines of salt marked each possible entrance.

A second, louder snarl sounded. My stomach twisted; that one was too close for comfort. My hand fell to the knife I wore at my hip as I waited for another sound, too afraid to move in case I signalled my position. Silently pleading that the bauk had taken my bait and ventured deeper into the forest, away from my crooked little cottage. A moment of silence passed. Then another, and another. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted, a nightjar sang, and the trees moaned in the wind.

Slowly, I stood. The floorboards let out a low groan, sending the domowik scurrying back under the stove. Smiling to myself at how jumpy it was, I rolled my neck, easing the stiffness that had set in while I’d crouched before the fire, prepared to defend the secret I’d hidden there with blood and blade. Now that the bauk had carried on its way, following my fake blood trail, I could focus on my next problems: what to do with the huntsman asleep in my bed, and where I was going to find my seventh heart.

Something smashed into the side of the cottage.

Smothering a scream, I unsheathed my knife, stumbling back to survey the damage. The windows were faceless eyes, the external shutters had held up from the bauk hurling itself into them. But they wouldn’t hold for long. The creature howled outside. My blood turned to ice. Bauks were tracking beasts, hunters. Once they latched onto their poisoned victim’s scent, nothing could stop them from devouring their prey. Nothing, save death.

I stood beside the fireplace, knife in hand. Waiting. I could hear the bauk through the wall, making strange huffing sounds.

It was sniffing.

A bolt of panic lanced straight through me – could it smell Kaz’s blood on me? I’d scrubbed my hands and arms clean, but I’d been so confident in my plan to redirect the bauk that maybe I hadn’t been as careful as I could have been. Lifting a shaking hand to glance at it under the firelight, I swallowed nervously. Blood had dried under my fingernails. The bauk threw itself at the shutters again. The entire cottage shook. It had targeted the closest window to me. I crept away, into the middle of the cottage, next to my little table and pair of chairs. There, I dipped a hand into a basket of dried herbs and salt, and crushed thyme and rosemary in my hands, attempting to disguise the scent of blood clinging to me.

It went quiet again.

This time, I was not so naïve to think that the bauk had left. I could still hear it sniffing outside the cottage.

The bauk lurched at the same shuttered window again. This time, it cracked, splintering straight down the centre like a rotten trunk splitting in two. Falling back into a defensive stance, I fought to keep my panic at bay as I waited for the bauk to jump at the cottage again. This time, it would make it straight through the window.

But I hadn’t heard the bauk fall back to the forest floor. It was still breathing through the split in the shutters. As I stared at the black glass, at the wood that was slowly giving way on the other side, something moved through the crack in the shutters. An eyeball. The bauk had fixed one orange eye to the crack and was watching me.

Rooted to the spot, I stared back at the slit pupil, my palm wet on my hilt. Just as I was ordering myself to move, to open the window and stab the bauk in its eye, it pulled away. My lungs almost collapsed in relief. Until one of its claws punctured the wood, its hooked nail scoring the glass with a screech that made my skin crawl. Then a second claw, then a third.

It wasn’t until it had dragged the first claw away that I realised: it was climbing up the outside of the cottage.





CHAPTER FIVE

I threw myself up the stairs, knife in hand.

Kaz was still asleep. The tea I’d brewed for a deep healing sleep had apparently been too effective and now I’d left him defenceless against the beast that would stop at nothing to devour him alive. Cursing my own stupidity, I stood at the foot of my bed like a sentry, determined to protect him; if he was going to die, then it would be by my hand alone. Twirling my knife from blade tip to hilt, I listened to the bauk’s scraping claws as it climbed higher. And higher still. Until I heard the unmistakable sound of a heavy beast pulling itself up onto the eave that slanted over my bed.

It was on the roof.

I held my breath as it paused, sniffing. With the deep slant of the roof, the bauk was as close to me now as Kaz was, asleep on my bed. Its claws scrabbled for purchase on the wood right above my head. Sweat slid down my armoured corset as I stood there, half waiting for the bauk to crash through my roof and land on top of me. The roof was making an alarming creaking sound now, reminding me that I didn’t know how well built it was or wasn’t; I’d just moved in the day I found it and nobody else had come to claim it since.

As long as we remained still and silent as a corpse, perhaps—

Kaz’s eyes snapped open.

Turning to look at me, he sat up and opened his mouth.

Before I could think, I silently vaulted onto the bed, pinning his hips down with my thighs and pressing my hand over his mouth. His green-gold eyes widened at me. I lifted my eyes to the ceiling and back onto his, watching the moment he realised that the bauk was on the roof, its claws clacking over the wood as it searched for a way in.

Kaz gave a sharp nod, then I felt him move beneath me. Face to face, with one hand on my knife, the other on his mouth, I watched as he slowly slipped a hand under my thighs. My breath caught.

Kaz slowly withdrew his dagger. His hunting blade. This close, I saw that it wasn’t carved with a token of the hunting goddess, Dziewanna, but the face of a god I had no name for, their eyes deep and searching, able to see straight through my flesh and down to my bones, my soul, my marrow. Jagged lines surrounded their face like broken branches. A shiver stroked my spine. If this was just a likeness, I had no desire to meet the owner of those eyes.

The bauk suddenly shifted direction, building up speed as it crawled overhead. Kaz lurched up. Wrapping his arms round me, he lifted me up against his chest as he leaped off the bed, before setting me down on my feet, my thoughts whirling.

Kaz was still holding me tightly. His breath warmed my neck as he bent his head towards me, sending my imagination spinning wild and free. Then his mouth found my ear and my imagination ground to a halt. ‘It’s coming down the chimney,’ he whispered.

Kaz ran downstairs without making a sound. I followed on his heels. Panic screamed down my veins; the bauk was headed straight for my secret. I had to reach it first, but when I got there, I didn’t know what to do. Though Kaz was injured, he was still managing to move in ways which surprised and alarmed me, making it clear that he was a formidable force, which begged the question of how he had fallen victim to the bauk that was currently hunting him in the first place. He was a stranger with secrets of his own and I could not let him discover my secret at any cost. Guarding the fireplace would only signpost that I had something interesting to hide, and I did not know this man – I could not trust him – and I had a troubling suspicion that if we were pitted against each other, that would be a battle I would lose.

There was only one thing I could do.

Just as the bauk was crawling down the chimney, I ran towards the fire and looked up. A long muzzle, dripping with dark liquid, and a pair of slit pupils looked back. Shoving my fear down into a box and slamming the lid shut, I reached up into the chimney with both arms, and grabbed the bauk as it snarled, twisting and turning to try to fasten its jaw on me. Through the flash of the fire, I saw rows of long, jagged teeth and a coarse grey hide.

‘Elka!’ Kaz shouted. My eyes were stinging with smoke, the fire starting to burn through my shirt, but I couldn’t let the bauk, nor the huntsman see what was hiding in my fire. I would protect it even if it killed me. Yelling with effort, I pulled with everything I had, fur coming loose as the bauk writhed with fury. With another great heave, it lost its grip on the stone and fell down the chimney. Before it could land in the fire, I heaved it towards me, sending both of us careening onto the cottage floor.

Kaz grabbed my waist, yanking me up and away from the bauk. ‘That was a terrible idea.’

‘I’m not done yet,’ I shot back, unsheathing two knives at once and circling the bauk.

It rolled onto its hind legs and stood, taller than a bear, its head stooped against the ceiling. It was a grey-furred beast with a long snout that enabled its incredible sense of smell and deadly claws, leaking venom. With a roar that shook the cottage, it sprang at me.

‘Watch its claws,’ Kaz yelled. ‘They’re venomous.’

‘You don’t say!’ I ducked under one swiping claw, gashing the bauk’s chest before ducking out of the way of the other claw. It roared again and I braced, waiting for it to charge again so that I could deliver a killing blow.

The bauk pivoted and went for Kaz instead.

I jumped onto my settee and launched myself onto the bauk’s back. It didn’t notice. It was still advancing on Kaz, its attention locked on its prey.

Kaz’s lips curled into a malicious smile. One that promised such violence and pain, I hesitated. Until I saw the first bloom of blood on the fresh shirt I’d given him.

‘Perun give me strength,’ I cursed before driving my knife between the bauk’s shoulders with a sickening crunch.

Now it noticed me.

With an enraged howl, it whipped round, trying to shake me off. I wrapped my legs around it tighter, yanking my knife out to plunge it back in again. With both hands on the hilt, I swung my legs free, letting my body weight drag the knife down through the bauk until my feet hit the floor.

The bauk crashed down, glassy eyed and gutted.

Panting, I bent down to pull my knife free before I realised I was covered in dark, viscous blood. I looked like I’d been painted with the blood of my six victims, my inner darkness displayed, but Kaz didn’t look away from me. He did not shy away from the monster that stood before him. My chest heaved with effort, my breaths fast and hard, and still he looked at me.

‘There could be more,’ he said eventually, sinking down onto the settee with a grimace. ‘Too much blood has been spilled in your cottage for the forest not to take notice.’

Glancing around, I winced. The floorboards were soaked in blood, running down between the planks and into the waiting earth below. Morning wouldn’t arrive for hours yet, but this couldn’t wait. Dead bodies always attracted attention in Stary Bór, one of the reasons I’d never murdered anyone in my cottage before; the clean-up after preparing a heart for the stove took longer than the heart did to bake. Though this was different: I’d slain the bauk in self-defence. ‘Killing is always more about the cleaning,’ I complained without thinking.

Kaz tilted his head curiously. He was pale, sweat beading along the stubble of his upper lip, his breath too shallow for my liking. ‘Go back upstairs,’ I told him, ‘You’ve overexerted yourself when your injury hasn’t had time to heal; you need to rest. When I’ve got rid of this,’ I jerked my head at the dead bauk. ‘I’ll bring you another brew to help. Your heart is working hard to rid your body of poison.’

With a nod, Kaz made to stand. He fell back onto the settee. Stepping around the bauk, I grasped his hands and pulled him up. He wobbled in place, looking down at me, my hands swallowed in his. They were too hot, feverish, giving me grave concern that I’d slain the bauk only for him to succumb to its poison. ‘Sometimes I don’t think I have a heart any more,’ he whispered.

A lump lodged itself in my throat. ‘Me neither.’

‘Oh, no,’ he tilted my chin up with one finger, searching my eyes intently. ‘No, you have a heart. If you didn’t, you never would have saved me.’

I sucked in a breath. Gods curse him, this huntsman was making it exquisitely difficult to consider stealing his heart. The way he looked at me… ‘Twice,’ I pointed out, not letting him see how his words had rattled me. How he rattled me, with his finger lingering just below my chin as if he couldn’t bear to break that contact between us. I hadn’t been touched with such simple affection since Piotr, the queen’s guardsman who’d sneaked into my chamber every night in the long, hot summer before I fled the castle. And that had not felt like this.

‘Twice,’ he echoed, letting his hand fall from my face. ‘I’ll try not to require your services a third time.’ He gave me a wan smile. I felt the loss of that touch in ways I didn’t quite understand, and definitely must not think of again. I just missed simple human contact, that was all; since my curse I’d only laid hands on someone with violence. That was the only reason I was coming alight under Kaz’s touch.

Then his eyes rolled back to their whites and he collapsed.





CHAPTER SIX

Kaz slumped against me. My battle rush had burned out, leaving me weak and aching, and I couldn’t fight to hold him up for long. We slid onto the floor together, the huntsman falling across my legs, my hips. Sliding out from underneath him was no easy feat; Kaz was broad as well as tall and weighed as much as a giant boulder. Eventually, I managed it, propping Kaz up against the settee, his head lolled back onto the faded cushions. The domowik scuttled over, its tendrils flickering in distress. Lifting the back of my hand to his forehead, I cringed at the blazing heat emanating from him. ‘He needs a stronger antidote,’ I told the domowik. Somehow, I was glad I wasn’t alone for this. ‘Herbs won’t do the trick any more.’ It would have to be blood magic alone. In the end, it always came back to blood. This time, I squeezed half a cup of my own into a saucepan, warming it gently as I added milk and lavender to ease it down his throat, and whispered spellwork with a touch of despair. ‘To the gods above and below, please accept this tithe and let my will be done. Save him.’



After I’d helped Kaz to my bed again, I shut my eyes and leaned against the stairs. My body was screaming in pain, battered and bruised from one of the hardest days of my life. From killing my sixth victim to rescuing
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