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MEET PRINCESS GISELE

ON HER FORTIETH birthday, Princess Gisele of Isshia realised she was going to have to save herself. Since it had taken many (i.e. forty) years of escalating magical hardship to reach this conclusion, it was somewhat disheartening that nobody noticed.

It took some time to organise her notes, calculate the optimum timing, and gather the necessary supplies, but at dawn on Summervane, she was ready to commence the first stage of her Plan. Stepping out of her tower, Gisele took a deep breath and hoisted her pack. The air was crisp against her cheeks, though by midday it would be stifling, and her private garden lay hushed, still deep in shadow. The garden persisted in being a peaceful oasis as she made her way down to the gate. It was foolish to be annoyed by this, and, yet, foolishly, she was.

An irrational part of her felt that, regardless of her working quite hard to achieve the exact opposite outcome, someone still ought to have divined that Princess Gisele, firstborn royal of Isshia, was not merely going out for her usual morning’s ride but was in fact leaving.

Were you expecting a celebratory parade as you set forth? An explosion of confetti? Town criers announcing, “Finally! The cursed princess is finally leaving on a quest to face her nemesis and save us! Well done her!”

Her imaginary parade faded under the trill of a blackbird, which hopped away to take refuge beneath her favourite Efanese rose. It hadn’t yet bloomed this year, its buds a tight, dew-touched promise. Would she be back in time to see it? Would the palace gardeners care for it if she wasn’t?

The Leafling Sisters will if no one else does, she reassured herself. Not that roses were important at this moment, but nonetheless one of the two notes in her pocket was for Sister Griselda. She’d drop it in the postbox nearest the city gates as she left.

The other note was for her mother. Well, technically, it was addressed to both her parents, but—as in all things in Isshia—Queen Bianka was the one who mattered. King Alaryk was a man committed to avoiding unpleasantness in all its forms, from kingdom management to his cursed eldest daughter.

Gisele intended to be long gone by the time they received it. That way, she could believe they would have tried to stop her if they’d but known.

The latch on the garden gate clicked loudly as she shut it behind her. Now—which way? The Arboretum would normally be the quietest path to take down to the stables, but she could already hear the chatter of servants in that direction, erecting the Summervane decorations for the festival later today.

Even as she hesitated, a maid carrying an armful of bunting hurried past and clipped Gisele’s side in her haste. With a yelp of pain, the maid dropped her load and scrambled backwards, clutching at her arm where they’d touched. Panic made her clumsy, and she tripped over, squeaking as she landed.

Gisele hastily backed away. “I’m sorry for startling you,” she said. “Are you all right?”

The maid didn’t seem to hear her, still scuttling awkwardly backwards on her rump in animal fear, her breath coming in terrified gasps.

Gisele put a few more steps of distance between them. “Betti, you know me. It’s Princess Gisele. It’s all right,” she said soothingly, even though it was in fact far from all right. Betti had been at the palace for years. Usually having known Gisele before the curse had grown quite so bad tempered people’s reactions. “Are you hurt?”

With a gulping breath, the maid’s frenzy finally eased, sense returning to her face along with a rush of colour.

“No, Highness! I’m not hurt. Forgive me, Highness,” she said hurriedly, climbing to her feet and brushing fretfully at her skirts. Her gaze flicked from the fallen bunting to Gisele, clearly wanting to retrieve it yet just as clearly not wanting to come any closer.

Gisele tried to smile in a reassuring way. Betti did not look reassured. She looked as if she were steeling herself not to shriek again at any sudden movement.

“I’ll leave you to your work, then,” Gisele said, easing in the opposite direction, away from the Arboretum. The maid’s posture un-knotted with relief.

The kitchens would be similarly lively with servants, Gisele thought. Through the East Wing, then. One could rely on the late rising of nobles. She’d just have to be careful not to touch any gold on the way, and that was easy enough if she avoided the throne room.

She let herself into the building, annoyed by how her hands shook as she got out the key from her palace set. The encounter had rattled her more than she’d realised. That had not been part of the Plan.

Betti’s frightened face kept rising in her mind’s eye. Had the radius of her curse-aura of aversion extended again? The maid hadn’t wanted to come within five yards of her. But maybe her reluctance had been for perfectly understandable and not at all magical reasons. Maybe it had been simple embarrassment. Maybe the maid had heard about what had happened in the throne room and feared a sudden recurrence. Maybe the curse wasn’t truly five-yard distances of bad in reality yet. Yet. Depressing, to measure her life in increments of relative badness not yet attained.

It hadn’t always been like this. As a young woman, the effects had been barely noticeable. People had been able to touch her normally then—and more than just touch, she thought with a flicker of wistfulness for lost intimacies. Her presence had made people subtly uneasy for a long time now, and it had been years since anyone would voluntarily make physical contact. But this severe-antipathy-at-a-distance was far newer.

And getting worse rapidly, if Betti’s reaction was an accurate metric.

That’s why you’re doing this, even if it weren’t for the gold. How long until no one can stand to be in the same room? The same palace?

Grim determination filled her as she wound her way through the quiet hallways of the East Wing—and the gods bless the late-slumbering of the highborn. She emerged safely from the building without terrifying any further servants or encountering either gold or any of her relatives and breathed a quiet sigh of relief. The Plan was back on track.

The Plan wobbled only slightly in the stableyard, as her encounter with the young stablehand who led out Champion for her went nearly as well as the one with the maid. She wished the older stablehands wouldn’t use her as an initiation test for new recruits! The boy gave the impression of approaching an eldritch abomination, which provoked a self-conscious urge to check a mirror, though she knew her appearance was only that of a middle-aged woman and thus only horrifying in the same way that all middle-aged people were to the young. The curse wasn’t about how she looked.

“Leave him there,” she told the pimply youth from across the yard, taking pity. “I’ll mount myself.”

The boy flinched but led Champion to the mounting block and scrambled away with relief. More evidence to support the rapidly-expanding-radius of dread.

Thank the Lady that her curse didn’t affect animals. Champion twisted his neck about in inquiry and snuffled at her palm. He seemed mildly puzzled by her pack. Perhaps he smelled the strange combination of practical camping gear and folkloric ingredients it contained. Perhaps it was the simple fact that she didn’t usually carry a pack at all.

Her horse’s curiosity subsided as she stroked his neck. Champion had a happily straightforward temperament. His warm aliveness, steady as a flame, soothed the sharp edges of her a little. It wasn’t the same as a human touch, but it wasn’t nothing.

She resisted the urge to bury her face in his mane, not because she was worried it wasn’t proper—it had been some years since she’d worried overmuch about that—but because she feared she might stay there for another hour if she did, breathing in his horsey comfort, and that was not the Plan. Additionally, she’d disrupt the entire business of the stableyard if nobody could come into it for another hour, and that seemed a real risk now. The frightened boy had already left.

With one last pat, she got herself up on Champion’s back, her muscles protesting that it was early and she was now on the wrong side of forty. She took the bay slowly down towards the north gate, mainly to give people time to get out of the way. Even at this hour, it was too easy to imagine crashing carriages and riders spooking their mounts, let alone the velocipedists on their newfangled devices. Princess Incites Multi-Vehicle Pile-Up, she imagined the headlines in the papers saying.

Champion sidled as her hands tightened on the reins.

Focus on the here and now or your dramatic quest to Fairyland will end ignominiously with you falling off your horse and breaking an ankle. Smoothing out her grip, she murmured an apology to the gelding and forced herself to think of nothing but the next direction.

She didn’t look back until she was outside the city walls and ascending the long slope up to the wilds. When she reached the last outcrop before the city fell out of sight, she turned Champion and drew him to a halt.

Her tower was barely distinguishable from the rest of the sprawling palace at this distance, one more roof among many. Almost everyone who mattered to her lived in that building. She swallowed.

Goodbye, she said to them silently, but for long, long minutes she couldn’t make herself move. The Plan was feeling rather real all of a sudden.

Just as she was about to turn Champion away, hoofbeats came galloping along the crosswise road below the outcrop. From her elevated position, she watched a familiar horse and rider race into view. It seemed somehow inevitable that it should be Boern, Crown Prince of Isshia, and her younger brother by all of five minutes. They were not close, and there was no mystical twinnish connection between them, and yet . . . here he was, drawn to ride out at this hour and on the very same hillside as her, in defiance of all his usual habits.

Perhaps there is a mystical twinnish connection between us after all. She ought to be alarmed at this risk to her Plan. She ought to move out of sight. She stayed where she was, her heart thumping.

Boern was followed by a second horse and rider, of course. Royalty did not ride alone. Except her, but then she didn’t count. With a start, she recognised the second rider: Seyfert, their youngest brother.

The pair were racing for the crossroads, blond hair streaming, but Boern reached the milestone first. Slowing his mount in a graceful circle, he sent his horse parade-prancing to meet his rival. The strains of his laughter carried on the still air. She stared, fascinated by this unfamiliar glimpse of playfulness, this sibling camaraderie. The Boern she knew was a serious man, dutiful and thoughtful. He did not laugh like this or make his horse dance for the fun of it.

But then, you don’t truly know him, do you? The other royal children had been raised in a different wing to her, with separate lessons, tutors, and schedules, as a safety precaution, even before the various side effects of her curse had shown themselves, because who knew when the terrible fae sorcerer might come to claim the firstborn?

When, indeed? she thought wryly. Certainly no one had expected the sorcerer to be so tardy.

She saw the moment Boern caught sight of her on the outcrop above them. There was no question but that he recognised her, even at this distance. His horse faltered and stopped its fanciful dressage, coming to an abrupt halt as he stared up at her.

The world slowed. The only sounds were her own breathing and Champion’s hooves shifting on the dry earth. She and her twin weren’t close, and yet sometimes she questioned whether Boern, too, wished things were otherwise, if some lingering connection remained from sharing a womb that even years of distance couldn’t quite erase. If he ever looked at her and thought, there is my fate, but for five minutes.

The distance was too great to read Boern’s expression, and yet his posture made her wonder if he’d guessed something was amiss.

The pack, she realised with a thrill. The small clue that this wasn’t a simple morning’s ride, that today wasn’t like any other that had preceded it. He’d noticed it. He’d come up the rise to ask her about it.

But instead, he gave Gisele a strangely deliberate nod before turning to speak to Seyfert, directing his brother’s attention so that he didn’t glance up and see Gisele. The pair of them went riding back towards the city, leaving her alone.




[image: ]
2

WELCOME TO FAIRYLAND

GISELE STOOD GLARING at the portal into Fairyland. Fairies (fae, fey, faeries—no two sources could agree on spelling) were creatures out of legend, appearing so rarely that people in kingdoms other than Isshia frequently discounted them as entirely fictional. Even in Isshia, they did not pop up on an everyday basis. Humans didn’t visit Fairyland except in accidental and story-worthy circumstances. Therefore, it logically followed that it must be extremely difficult to travel between the two realms.

But no—reciting the portal spell she’d found in an old and only slightly forbidden book, while standing next to a hawthorn tree on Summervane, had worked on the first try. The small tree’s branches provided the lintel for the wavering portal, its trunk one edge of the frame, showing a blurred vision of another forest. A forest, moreover, that didn’t look so very different to the one she was currently standing in, except that the shadows beneath its boughs were a touch darker.

The ease with which she’d accomplished the magic was so offensive that she simply refused to believe it. Powered by that supreme disbelief, she stepped into the portal and straight into another world. There was a tearing sound—the protective iron horseshoe in her coat pocket had been left on the other side.

“Damn,” she cursed, thoroughly unsettled and with a delayed spike of fear as it dawned on her that she’d just hurled herself recklessly into another world without any of her supplies. The silence of ancient woodland pressed down on her, abruptly unfamiliar.

But the portal remained, an archway of brighter daylight. Hastily she stepped back through it. Of course, now the trap would spring—

She stumbled as she returned to the hawthorn tree, expecting resistance and finding none. The horseshoe lay on the ground, red-hot and having scorched the surrounding grass. She hadn’t truly expected to be able to take it into Fairyland, but it had seemed worth an attempt, iron being consistently mentioned for its protective qualities against fae.

She glared indignantly at the still-wavering portal. How dare it be this easy?

You wanted it to be impossible so that it wouldn’t matter that it took you so long to work up the courage to try.

Champion snorted, which for the placid gelding was a loud proclamation that he didn’t like this at all and would Gisele please stop appearing alarmingly from trees and also setting fires?

“Sorry, old fellow,” she said, patting his neck. “This is where we part ways, rather sooner than I expected. I’m not risking your neck, and you’ve iron shoes on besides.”

Champion was confused by her removing his tack and setting him loose but was not unwilling to overlook this oddity to enjoy browsing the dry summer grass. She had every confidence in him making his own way back to the stables once she was gone. Champion was a horse strongly motivated by his feedbag, and the palace brand was clear on his flank.

Taking a deep breath, she shifted her pack into place and checked the bronze dagger that was so vital for her Plan. It remained securely in its holder and, unlike the iron horseshoe, had travelled easily through the portal. Everything set, she stepped through the shimmering air beside the hawthorn’s trunk and re-emerged into Fairyland. It remained an unfairly straightforward process, and, yes, she had wanted it to be impossible, or at least nearly so. It would have made it easier to forgive herself.

“Any evil fairy sorcerers here?” she snapped at the surrounding foliage, just in case that was going to be similarly straightforward. Nothing responded, which was probably for the best. Ancient forest giants stretched thickly in every direction, the dry rustle of leaves swallowing the echoes of her voice. The shadows had an odd indigo tint in the corner of her eye that disappeared when she stared at them directly. Somewhere out of sight, a strange bird called, and she jerked.

Giving herself a mental shake, she got out the wrist-charm, made of her own hair, comfrey, and dandelion leaves twined together and attached to a leather cord. The wild mage she’d persuaded to make it based on a recipe in a different only slightly forbidden book hadn’t been certain it would work, but sure enough, the charm pulled in a clear direction. A chill went through her. It was pulling towards him.

Her own personal Malediction, as she’d silently dubbed him long ago. He was the source of her curse, the terrible fae sorcerer who’d tricked her mother into a firstborn bargain. The Malediction was the bogeyman of her childhood, the terrible fate she’d spent her life preparing to face, the monster who would one day tear her away from her family and home. The monster who had, most monstrously of all, never turned up.

Before she could lose courage, she checked all her remaining precautions were in place and began walking. Every nerve stretched tight, waiting for the terrors of Fairyland to descend. In all the tales she’d heard—and given her history, she’d made sure to hear as many as possible—the fae realm was best described by one primary adjective: dangerous.

If only there had been a more rigorously academic text available on the subject of defences against fairies. She’d been forced to cobble together a dozen different options from folklore, none of which had been robustly tested, as far as she could find. Her pockets were full of herbs purported to ward off fairies, along with a packet of salt.

Iron was the only point of consensus, though the renowned Galyian scholar Morizote had theorised that iron-aversion was only a metaphor for the conflict between man’s industry and the natural world. Gisele didn’t have much patience for Morizote’s opinions generally, since he’d gone on to espouse the view that fairies as a whole were merely allegorical. Must be nice to believe that, she thought wryly. Galyia, half a continent way, clearly did not suffer from fae-cursed princesses. When she got back, she’d write an entire essay about allegory and send it to the man.

Something was wrong.

She stopped composing her mental lecture mid-stride, academic outrage replaced by animal fear. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Slowly, she turned around, heart thumping. The gloom had deepened beneath the forest boughs, but otherwise there was nothing obviously amiss. Except—

No birds, she realised sharply. The background chorus had fallen silent, and the only sound was her own breathing, loud and heaving. She put a hand on the handle of the bronze knife.

The air was still and hot. She wanted to remove her coat, but instead she cautiously inched backwards, concentrating on being as small and unnoticeable as possible. I’m not here; I’m not here. In some of the stories, fairies could hear your thoughts.

The sense of danger slowly eased. Shakily, she checked the navigational charm again and chose a path that would take her in a wide circle around that disturbing patch of forest. She didn’t start breathing again until she was safely past.

That was only the first of what turned out to be multiple . . . encounters? Could you call it an encounter if you didn’t actually encounter anything? Maybe her precautions were working. Or maybe, now that the coolness of the early morning had faded, Faerie’s monsters were simply too hot to menace anyone.

She stopped to remove her coat and re-pin her hair so it didn’t sit so heavily on the back of her neck. As the sun drew directly overhead, the heat became relentless, even beneath the forest’s thick canopy. It made it hard to stay alert.

She wasn’t complaining about the lack of danger, exactly, but part of her felt a continuation of the same indignation the portal had sparked.

Don’t worry; there’s still plenty of time for it to turn out to be horribly dangerous. You haven’t faced the main event yet, after all.

She shied away from the thought, shifting her pack into a more comfortable position, pausing to take another drink from her second canister. The first was now empty. It felt as if she’d drunk her own bodyweight and sweated out more besides.

A proper lady does not mention bodily functions, and a princess should strive to be the most perfect of ladies.

The words of her old etiquette book swam up from memory, an incongruous thing to think of now. The books had made no mention of the fact that none of it mattered. Not perfection, and not its opposite, either. She should know, having thrown herself into pursuing both extremes with equal obsession.

No, you couldn’t rely on books, or other people, or on being rescued if you just proved yourself dutiful and worthy enough. The only thing you could rely on was yourself. If only it hadn’t taken her so many years to work that out.

The shame threatened to rise up once more, and she determinedly pushed it down. At least I’m taking action now. Wallowing in self-recrimination wasn’t going to turn back the clock, and she refused to keep looking backwards.

Forward, then. She checked her wrist again. The charm didn’t seem to be losing any of its power. If anything, it seemed to be growing stronger. Although, perhaps that was only to be expected, given what ultimately powered the charm was her connection to the fairy she was tracking, and she was getting closer to him than she’d ever been before.

Him.

She shivered. Was it just her imagination, her sense of physically being pulled in the direction of the charm? The curse had never felt directional before, but now it certainly did, as if someone were tugging a rope connected to her heart. She bared her teeth. Certainly not her heart.

Let us say a rope connected to our general chest-area, then. That sounds so much better.

She grinned despite herself, but her smile faded as she felt for the handle of her knife again. Could she do this? She had to do this. She would do this. She had a Plan, and the Plan, after all, had gotten her this far more or less successfully.

With that bit of self-bolstering applied, she kept walking, following a deer-path along a stream. She assumed it was a deer-path. Did Fairyland have deer? The background chorus of cicadas grew louder until it formed a wall of sound rather than individual chirps.

Fairyland’s dangerous, glamorous inhabitants continued to remain absent, even when the light faded. She made a small, careful camp, ringed with salt and her protective herbs. In the night, fearsome cries woke her, and she spent several hours with her back to her fire, knife in hand, certain she could see glowing eyes in the darkness, but nothing ventured into her circle. In the morning, she found an enormous set of pawprints just beyond it and shivered.

It took her two days to reach the meadow, where the forest opened out into a vast green dotted with wildflowers. Gently waving orange poppies mingled with the delicate white lace of wild carrot, purple mallow, and spikes of pink-and-white foxglove and lupine.

Gisele paused on the treeline, in part due to reluctance to step out into the blazing sun but mostly because this enticing meadow had to be a trap. No doubt any number of horrors would emerge the moment she set foot on it.

Beyond the sea of undulating colour lay a house, although the word ‘house’ fell woefully short. She squeezed her eyes shut and re-opened them, but the structure remained just as bizarre. It was a house built by someone who’d never seen a building before, nor been much concerned with gravity, spilling over multiple levels with the rising land and sprouting windows, balconies, and a rounded tower connected to the main house via a pretty arched bridge. All of it had been designed—or possibly grown—with wilful disregard for engineering principles. It was doubtful whether there was a single right-angle in the place.

An enthusiasm of plants rioted around it, utterly out of control in a way that made her fingers itch to start righting it, with trees, flowers, ornamental shrubs, and vegetables all mixed together and fighting for space. Ivy smothered half the front garden, pumpkin leaves charged fiercely over the balconies, and enormous thistles waged a vigorous war with seventy other varieties of weed over who held property rights to the flower beds.

This couldn’t possibly be where the Malediction lived. Terrible fae sorcerers were supposed to live in ominous black fortresses, not in a cheerful cross between an architect’s fever dream and a witch’s cottage. But the charm was vibrating against her wrist, and the metaphysical rope connected to her general chest area felt thicker than ever. He was definitely in the house, even if this wasn’t at all the house she’d expected him to have.

A horrified gasp had her spinning towards the sound, but the gasper was already executing a rapid exit. A thin figure dove straight into the stream with a splash, leaving only the impression of dark hair and strange, glowing eyes behind. Gisele frowned as the figure disappeared downstream. Some kind of water sprite?

I suppose that’s proof my curse works on fairies too? Perhaps that had been what had kept her safe, walking through these woods. Perhaps she would turn up on Malediction’s doorstep and terrify him into submission with her mere presence. The thought held considerable appeal.

She crept around the edge of the forest, waiting for some hint of the house’s true—and undoubtedly dreadful—nature to become apparent as she drew closer, but it remained outrageously, joyously whimsical. A medium-sized tree was growing immediately behind one of its chimneys, and she laughed because how in the world did that work?

Her hands flew to her mouth. How could she be laughing at her worst enemy’s house? Was it an enchantment, fogging her mind?

She closed her eyes. Remember what he’s cost you. Remember what you’re here for.

Painful, sharp-edged shards of memory rose. A lifetime’s worth of bitter moments, each as unwanted and vivid as the next. And most of all, waiting and waiting and waiting. A growing hollowness in her chest, an itch under her skin, gasping awake in the dead of night feeling weighted down with absence.

Her fingers curled around her dagger. No. She was done. If her Malediction wasn’t coming for her, then she was damned well coming for him.

She’d finally reached the edge of the forest closest to the house. A graceful willow provided cover as she bridged the gap between forest and overgrown garden. A deep pool gleamed invitingly up at her. Waterlilies grew around one edge, their pale pink flowers open for the day, and a school of tiny, brightly coloured fish darted beneath them as her shadow fell over the water. She could see all the way to the sandy bottom.

Dipping a hand in, she found the water deliciously cool, and it took a supreme effort not to pull off her pack and jump right in, clothes and all. Turning up to the Malediction’s front door sopping wet didn’t seem like it would convey quite the right mood.

She grimaced at her rippled reflection. No proper princess here. Her face was red, and a good part of her braid had worked its way loose. The summer-weight walking habit was well-fitted and practical, but no one would call it beautiful. The water was kind, but she knew there were fine lines in the corners of her fae-touched eyes. At least her blonde hair hid any grey hairs; her vanity chose to believe that meant there weren’t any.

Who cares what I look like? I certainly don’t care what HE thinks of me. It was why she hadn’t bothered to pack any fine clothing. Why should she waste such niceties on the terrible sorcerer who’d ruined her life?

Except, another part of her had grown up at court and knew well how appearances affected how people treated you. Not that anyone had ever treated her normally, with the curse prickling uncomfortably at them, but she had nonetheless noticed the nature of the treatment changing as she aged ever more firmly into the ‘spinster’ category. What if Malediction saw her and sneered? Maybe she ought to have worn her most impressive court dress instead, though goodness knows she wouldn’t have wanted to carry it all this way.

She wished she were the sort of person who didn’t suffer such contradictory self-doubts. Princesses in stories never seemed to, and she envied them their certainty. At least get them out of your head before you confront the Malediction! No matter what she felt inside, she was determined that he shouldn’t see her as anything but purely self-confident.

Losing the struggle with her vanity, she knelt and fished about in her pack for her comb. It was so very besides the point, but tidying her hair made her feel better nonetheless.

“I am Princess Gisele, firstborn child of Queen Bianka of Isshia. You will tell me your name and release me from our bond,” she murmured to herself as she scooped up water, wetting her cheeks to cool them. Did she sound commanding? Should she add something about the gold? She tried for a firmer tone. “You shall consider the bargain fulfilled, or else I won’t give you the antidote.”

Antidote to what?

She whirled, heart thumping. A ginger cat trotted through the undergrowth with its tail held alert. Its coat was particularly rich in colour, glowing in the sunlight. It bunted its head against her legs, demanding to be petted.

“Hello,” she said to the animal. Had she imagined someone speaking? “Where did you come from?”

The house, a furry-feeling voice said in her head. Her hand stilled, and the cat shoved its head against her palm. Pet me more, it demanded.

“You can talk?!”

Why have you stopped? Keep petting!

She began to scratch the cat’s head again. “Are you— Are you his cat?”

Whose?

“The fae who lives in this house.”

The cat sat back on its haunches and glared at her. Cats do not belong to people, he told her primly. You may refer to me as Zingiber.

Her heart suddenly beat too hard in her throat. “I’m Gisele. Do you know the name of the fae who lives in the house?” Could it be that simple? Her mother had failed to answer the sorcerer’s riddle and learn his name, but—

He does not go by his name.

—of course it wouldn’t be that simple.

“What do people call him, then?”

The fae who lives at Skymallow House.

She swallowed. “What does he look like?”

Zingiber shrugged. Hideous.

“Right,” she said faintly. Hideous. She’d asked her mother once what the Malediction looked like. Queen Bianka’s reaction had spoken louder than her words; she wasn’t a woman easily daunted, but she had gone still, her skin paling and lips pressing tightly together. “He was a beast,” she had said at last. “Do not ask me to revisit such a terrible memory again.”

Gisele hadn’t asked again, but that hadn’t stopped fearsome visages from visiting her nightmares. Various illustrated grimoires lavishly detailing the terrors of Faerie hadn’t helped. And now she was about to face the reality.

Are you visiting him? He doesn’t get a lot of visitors. Maybe because he’s so hideous.

She gulped. “Er, yes. I suppose I am.”

Zingiber got up and padded towards an overgrown path disguised by a thick layer of jubilant orange nasturtiums. Come on, then; the front door is this way.

So much for her vague notions of a sneak attack. But this was more sensible, wasn’t it? She was no spy, no warrior, and it was foolish to pretend otherwise. She would approach the terrible sorcerer reasonably, lull him into a false sense of security, stab him, get his name, give him the antidote, and go home happy. The whole script might in theory only take a few minutes, if she played her cards right.

Her legs wouldn’t move, though, frozen in her kneeling position despite her very rational Plan, a lifetime’s dread, and weeks of planning about to come to a head. Could she really do this? Who was she trying to fool? When had she ever done anything? She’d never stabbed anyone except practice dummies before and that with mediocre skill. She wasn’t a young, headstrong, storybook princess. She was a self-conscious spinster who’d already let decades of her life slip away with barely a protest, waiting for her life to start.

The bitterness of that thought sparked her into motion. She checked her hidden dagger once more. No more waiting. She had to do this to have any chance at a future. The searing heat of gold melting, the courtiers’ shrieks echoing in her ears . . . Although she shied from the memory, she let the emotion of it carry her forward, following the ginger cat through the overgrown path. Setting her heels and taking a deep breath, she knocked on the front door.
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THE MALEDICTION

THE DOOR OPENED before Gisele could knock a second time. A fae man stood a pace inside. He looked extremely surprised to see her.

See? Hideous. Although I suppose he’s not as hideous as you. At least he has proper ears and a tail, Zingiber said, sliding into the house past the Malediction’s legs and disappearing without a backwards glance.

She was going to strangle that cat, but that was a distant thought, far less important than the man standing slack-jawed before her. He looked more like a gentleman poet than a dread sorcerer. Rumpled red curls, embroidered waistcoat, complicated neckcloth, and enough jewellery to stir envy in a court dandy.

Except no court dandy she knew had furry cat ears or a tufted tail twitching behind him. She stared.

It was a shock, although simultaneously also much less of a shock than the damn cat had prepared her to face. She’d expected grotesque. This was simply peculiar.

This couldn’t possibly be her Malediction, could it, with a gold loop hanging jauntily from one cat-ear? Nightmarish sorcerers shouldn’t have freckles scattered across their cheekbones, nor bright red hair.

But it was him, nonetheless. Recognition crackled through her, and the charm on her wrist tugged insistently towards him, the cord digging into her skin. Her body wanted to do the same, and she had to brace a hand on the doorframe to stop from throwing herself bodily at him like a lunatic. What was happening? The curse had never done anything like this before.

You’ve never been this close to him before, though.

That was when she noticed his eyes, and her stomach dropped. Our Lady save me. She saw those same eyes reflected in her mirror each morning, a reverse mismatch of her own. Blue for one and bright, unnatural gold for the other. Except in his face, it was the human-blue eye that looked out of place.

“You!” he said in astonishment. He seemed even more taken aback by her appearance than she was by his. Uncalled for—she was not nearly as disconcerting as a terrible fae sorcerer dressed as a dandy.

She pulled herself straight. “I am Princess Gisele, the firstborn child of Queen Bianka that you claimed,” she told him icily, slipping a hand into her pocket where her dagger was hidden. Should she try to strike him now? What was the rest of the script again? “You will—”

“I know who you are,” he said distractedly. “But how . . .? You’re grown! How can you be grown? It can’t have been that long, can it?”

She stared at him. He couldn’t seriously be suggesting—

He began silently counting his fingers with an air of faintly aggrieved confusion. “No, there must be some mistake . . .”

She took a step forward, hand clenching her dagger hilt. “It’s been decades! Do you mean to tell me you lost track of time and forgot to collect the firstborn you claimed?”

“Oh no, I don’t want— I never wanted—” he said, backing away. His tail switched behind him in agitation. “You can’t be here. Go away!” His torso jerked oddly towards her even as he took another step back.

“Go away? Go away!?” she repeated incredulously. She took another step forward, the humming pull of connection making it as easy as swimming downstream. Distantly, she noticed that the inside of the house was pleasantly cool. “You ruin my life, and you tell me to go away? I’m not going away until you fix this! If you don’t want me, then release the debt between us! Take the curse away!”

He was still backing away unsteadily, his movements uneven and lurching, as if he was fighting his own body. “I can’t!”

“You can and you will! Tell me your name!” She pulled out her dagger, determined to get this script back on track, though this was all happening rather faster and less subtly than she’d anticipated.

Except, no subtlety whatsoever was necessary, because he lurched towards her. She raised the dagger in automatic defence, and the blade bit into his flesh, as perfectly as if she had planned it that way.

He yelped and stumbled back; she did roughly the same thing, her legs wobbling as she retreated. Nausea threatened. She’d done it; she’d poisoned him. More than poisoned him. His sleeve ran wet with blood, spreading all over his beautiful shirt. The same blood marred her dagger, dripping slowly down the blade. Right. Right. That was the important step one completed. What was step two, again?

Were her legs getting wobblier? She tried to regain her balance, but it wasn’t her legs. The whole floor was moving, as if a giant caterpillar lay beneath it, wriggling with increasing violence. Flailing towards the wall for support, she lost her grip on the dagger.

The floor simply dropped.

She fell with a shriek. The impact jarred her whole body, but there wasn’t time to recover, because the floor kept moving, forming a twisting funnel.

Was he doing this? Where had her dagger gone? But the Malediction was shouting angrily as he fell equally victim to the heaving floor, which tossed them together like stones in a polisher’s barrel.

Strange sensations shot through her as they touched, further disorienting her: the bright light of heated metal and the smell of paper. Her whole body vibrated with it, overwhelming every other sense, and for a moment she had no awareness of where she was. The world was nothing but fire licking at ancient parchment.

The bizarre sensation finally ebbed, leaving her head ringing. At least the floor had stopped moving and returned to a civilised horizontal position. She’d come to rest in the farthest corner of the entry hall, but she couldn’t convince her body to get up. What if the world went sideways again as soon as she did? She didn’t want to leave her little island of solidity, which was surprisingly soft and also smelled nice, sort of vanilla-y.

She was lying on top of the Malediction.

She scrambled off him, appalled. Getting to her feet, she waited to see if there was going to be any further shaking, but the floor remained stable. If that had been an earthquake, it had been a remarkably personal one.

The room appeared entirely undamaged. None of the books in the gilded shelf beneath the stairs had fallen. The golden ornaments on the side table hadn’t even tipped over. She recoiled instinctively from both, even though the gold was all the way across the room from her and therefore unlikely to cause problems. Really, the only mess in the room was her charm, which now lay in scattered pieces across the floor.

“What was that?” she demanded.

“That was the house. Skymallow,” the Malediction answered, sitting up. The fall had left him with rumpled hair and blood splattered over his clothing. His ears were half-flattened, like a cat in a mood. “It’s protective of me. You stabbed me!” he said, a bit sulkily.

“It was your own fault for moving like that! Did nobody ever teach you basic weapon safety? Don’t leap at people who have a knife pointed at you!”

His ears flattened further. “I didn’t—” He cut himself off. “The house shouldn’t have let you in in the first place. Why did you do that?” He addressed this last question to the room at large, sounding annoyed.

“The house can hear us? It’s alive?” She looked around wildly. Nearly every surface glimmered with gold touches, laid atop wood that had been carved into fantastical designs, but nothing seemed alive. She edged further away from the gold.

“Yes. Sort of. It must have let you in because of the connection between us,” he said, half to himself, then raised his voice to address the room again. “That’s not a good enough reason! You shouldn’t have let her in!”

Gisele couldn’t believe she was being ignored in favour of a house. She was the one with the dagger! Had been the one with the dagger. She’d dropped it, and it wasn’t anywhere in sight now. Had the house stolen it?

She crossed her arms, to reassure herself she wasn’t going to accidentally touch one of the room’s far-too-many golden objects. “This seems easily solved. If you want me to go, simply relinquish the debt between us. Which you could have done forty years ago if you never actually intended to claim it.”

She sounded angry because she was, even though she ought to be thankful that the Malediction was turning out to be a lot less dreadful than she’d feared. This, this criminally irresponsible fairy had ruined her life whilst caring about it so little that he’d lost track of time.

He didn’t meet her eyes. “Has it really been that many years?”

“Yes,” she said. Hurt spiked in her chest. It wasn’t as if she’d wanted to be claimed by an evil fairy, but the fact that he not only didn’t want her here but apparently hadn’t given her a second’s thought before today, that he’d forgotten her, was humiliatingly horrible. How dare he? And, more trivial but nonetheless provoking, how dare he also look like a handsome gentleman crossed with a woebegone cat?

At least not finding him at all frightening made it easy to take charge. “Are you going to release the debt now, then?” she asked, her voice hard.

He grimaced. “Ah. Well. About that. It’s not that simple.”

She glared down at him and in no way felt guilty about how much he was bleeding. He was bleeding rather a lot. How deep was the wound? She hadn’t meant to do more than graze him. But he seemed surprisingly unbothered, ignoring his injuries in favour of frowning up at her like a puzzle he couldn’t solve. Maybe that meant his injuries weren’t so bad. Although, the fact that he remained propped up against the wall suggested they probably were.

Stop fretting about YOUR MALEDICTION’s well-being! Of all the people in the world! she chided herself. Had she learned nothing?

She took a deep breath, hardened her heart. “If you don’t release me, I won’t give you the antidote to the poison that was on my blade.”

The change in his attitude was so immediate it was as if the temperature in the room had chilled by several degrees. Bemusement disappeared, his mouth hardening into a grim line. “You poisoned me!” he said, with an entirely unwarranted degree of condemnation.

“Of course I did! You’re a terrible fae sorcerer and I’m just a human,” she said, exasperated. “It’s called leverage. Now be levered, and I’ll give you the antidote, all right?”

A crack appeared in the ice, the faintest crows-feet flickering at the corners of his eyes as he struggled not to smile. “Be levered?”

“Threatened, then! It doesn’t matter.” The whole situation had thrown her off-balance. Literally. “It’s a slow-acting poison, but it will kill you if you don’t do as I ask.”

He glared up at her, drawing his haughtiness around him like armour. It might have been more convincing if his tail hadn’t given the game away, lashing restlessly against the rug.

“Well?” she pressed.

“I can’t,” he said abruptly. “It will be better for us both if you abandon your dreams of blackmail, accept that there is nothing I can do, and lea— Aargh.” He gave a hiss of pain as his whole body jerked towards her. His hands dug into the rug, halting the movement. Were those claws?

She refused to be distracted. “What do you mean you can’t? It’s your spell, your bargain. Gold in exchange for your name. Who else could undo it?”

Colour flushed his cheekbones, but he spoke dispassionately. “I mean that certain conditions of the original bargain weren’t met.”

“You mean my mother couldn’t guess your true name. You’re going to stick to that? Why? You don’t want me anyway! Why not simply tell me your name, if we must go through this charade? I’ll bargain the antidote for it.” Practically every piece of folklore about fairies mentioned bargains.

His eyes flashed. “Do you think I want to prolong my time in your company after such a salubrious introduction? I told you: I can’t help you.”

They glared at each other, at an impasse. The crimson flower on his sleeve was spreading ever further, staining his embroidered waistcoat and the cushions he lay upon. He made absolutely no movement to stem the bleeding.

“Are you going to do anything about that?” she asked, greatly annoyed with herself and him both.

He glanced down at himself in vague surprise. “Oh. I suppose? Though there seems little point if I’m dying anyway. What did you poison me with?”

“That’s for me to know and you to not know until you tell me your name. Get up. Which way is your kitchen?”

“Why?” he got to his feet, wincing dramatically.

“It will be difficult to continue interrogating you if you lose consciousness.” Right. That was the pragmatic way to think about this.

His eyebrows went up. “Is that what’s happening here?” He was watching her as if she were one of those fireworks with long fuses and he wasn’t entirely sure when to expect the explosion. It made her feel oddly invigorated. Normally nobody paid much attention to her, their glances sliding awkwardly off her, discounting her presence as uncomfortable but ultimately unimportant.

“Yes. Which way, My Malediction?”

He blinked at her. “My what?”

“If you’re not going to give me a name, I have to call you something, don’t I? And that’s what you are, after all: my curse. Feel free to tell me your actual name instead.”

His expression shuttered, and he led the way out of the entrance room with his tail lashing.
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GRUDGING BANDAGING

THE KITCHEN TURNED out to be in the next room, which seemed like an odd layout choice until she saw the Malediction’s expression, equally surprised. The magic house moves, she thought, swallowing.

Just focus on the Plan.

The kitchen was empty, and, on reflection, no one had come to investigate the earlier commotion either. Where were his servants? This house was far too large for him to live alone. At least there was no gold in here.

The Malediction went over to a copper sink and washed the blood off his arm, but the wound continued bleeding as soon as he removed it from the flow. He scowled at it as if it were being highly unreasonable and repeated the process, with much the same results.

“I have several books on poisons in my library,” he said conversationally as blood continued to drip. “I don’t suppose you could give me a hint? Magical, chemical, or organic in origin, that sort of thing? I don’t feel poisoned, but possibly it’s rather hard to tell through the general sensation of being stabbed.”

She wasn’t going to feel guilty. She wasn’t. But she couldn’t stand and watch him be so completely useless at first aid; it went against everything she’d learned from the Leafling Sisters in the palace. And what she’d said before was true: she needed him conscious to explain his obstinacy.

Putting down her pack, she stalked over to the kitchen door and flung it open. An overgrown and entirely disorganised—really, what were his gardeners doing?—mass of herbs, shrubs, and weeds bushed up at her. She surveyed her choices and fixed on the shepherd’s purse closest to the door. Right. That would do. She strode into the warm soup of the outside.

“What are you doing now, you madwoman?” the Malediction muttered behind her.

She ignored him, quickly pulling up a generous bunch of the little weed.

“It helps with bleeding,” she told him matter-of-factly when she’d returned to the kitchen. “Where do you keep bandages?”

A drawer helpfully sprung open. She jumped.

“Um, thank you,” she said to the house at large.

The Malediction put out his good hand to stop her approach. “A moment. Let me get this straight: you’re refusing to give me the antidote to a poison you claim to have stuck me with, but you also want to tend to my wounds? Surely you should be using this as an opportunity for extra leverage, not helping me?”

She quickly stripped the weedy plants of leaves. Another drawer opened, helpfully revealing a mortar and pestle. Warily, she lifted them out. “Surely you shouldn’t be complaining, unless you like bleeding everywhere? I don’t need extra leverage, in any case. I told you before: the poison will kill you without the antidote. Which I will give you as soon as you stop being so unreasonable.”

He went quiet. The kitchen filled with the grassy scent of the poultice as she mashed up the leaves.

“You said I ruined your life,” he said abruptly. “But . . . I haven’t done anything. This is the first time I’ve even met you. You’ve been free to live your life however you liked. Why don’t you just . . . go back to it?” He gave an odd jerk on the last words, as if he’d had to stop himself taking a step towards her.

She stopped pounding the pestle. “Free,” she repeated flatly. “What did you think would happen, leaving a child fae-touched and growing up under the expectation of being taken at any moment? Did you think her life would be perfectly normal?”

From his expression, that was exactly what he had thought, if he’d thought about it at all. The burning coal of anger in her heart turned cold.

She pulled out a section of gauze from the open drawer and carried that over with the poultice. “When you didn’t turn up on my first birthday, everyone assumed that of course you were waiting until I turned sixteen. That’s traditional, in fairy tales.”

“That’s not—”

She silenced him with a glare. “Everyone said how lucky it was, really. Lucky that the firstborn was only a girl and not the heir, lucky that you probably weren’t planning to kill me out of hand if you were going to all the trouble of waiting for me to reach adulthood. What a lovely young bride I’d make.”

He reared back, horrified. “I never— Is that what they think of me in Isshia?”

She put the mortar down on the bench beside him. “You cursed a child. Did you expect people in my kingdom to say nice things about you?”

His anger deflated, tail wilting with it. “I didn’t think it would matter! In all the stories, mortals always find a way out of firstborn bargains! It was supposed to be sorted before you were even born!” He lurched towards her, splattering blood across the bench, his hand briefly grasping her shoulder before he yanked himself back. “Damn it. Sorry.”

The touch reverberated through her, an echo of the same strange sensations from when the house had jumbled them together. A wash of emotions came with it, chief amongst them a panicked denial. She took a step backwards, unsettled. “What—”

He gave a hollow laugh. “It’s the unfulfilled debt. So long as I intended to fulfil it one day, I could stay away. But if I think about not claiming the debt at all—” He twitched towards her again and argued hastily, “But I’m fulfilling it now, aren’t I? You’re right here, in my house, under my wards.”

She stared at him. She’d felt the unfulfilled magic pulling at her her entire life. It hadn’t occurred to her that he might too. “That’s why you moved onto my dagger so foolishly before,” she concluded. “The magic pulling at you.”

He grimaced but gave a small nod.

This had to be an act, didn’t it? Him trying to appear more sympathetic? Perhaps this was how an evil sorcerer mastermind operated. She didn’t trust him. Perhaps he wasn’t taking her threats seriously because he thought he could manipulate her into doing what he wanted. Still, he wasn’t pretending to bleed.

“Sit down and push your sleeve up,” she ordered.

With an expressively raised eyebrow, he sat down on a kitchen stool and rolled up his sleeve. There were freckles on his forearms too.

Heat rose in her cheeks. She ignored it. She wasn’t a maidenly princess—she’d made sure of that, years ago, when she’d still been able to touch other people—and this was only a man’s forearm, for goodness’ sake. She’d seen far more scandalous body parts. It was just . . . It had been a long, long time, and they were very close, and he was far from hideous no matter how much she wished otherwise, and that hum of recognition between them made the situation horribly intimate, even though this was a purely practical task and she despised him, of course.

His gaze stayed fixed on the ceiling, but his own blush betrayed him. It disconcerted her; terrible fae sorcerers weren’t supposed to feel embarrassment.

Gisele began to smear the poultice onto the gauze. There was no avoiding touching him as she fixed it in place, her fingertips brushing lightly against his skin. Each time, the magic between them flared, and that same jumble of sensations and unfamiliar emotions came through. Were they his emotions or merely a reflection of her own?

The absolute worst part of it was that the sensation, though strange, wasn’t unpleasant. Instead, it woke a craving in her for more, the same mad urge she’d had on the doorstep to fling herself at him. It had been literally years since she’d been able to touch anyone without causing discomfort. Unless this was unpleasant to him—he was stiff-upper-lipped enough that it might be.

“It doesn’t hurt you when we touch, does it?” she asked after wrestling with her conscience for a moment. Why should she care if it did?

He started at the question, swivelling to face her, eyes wide. “No. Why would you ask— Wait, does it hurt you?”

“No.” She kept her gaze fixed on her hands.

“What happened, after your sixteenth birthday?” he asked.

“People started to wonder if there might be something wrong with me. But we decided that perhaps you were waiting to collect until my twenty-first birthday. I mastered every skill a good princess should have, in preparation. I can differentiate between seven different kinds of forks. You should see my embroidery. I also know how to handle a knife, of course.” Her voice sounded bitter even to her own ears as she realised all over again how pointless it had been.

“And after your twenty-first birthday? Was there further embroidery study? Or is that when you turned to poisons?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Since my education was complete, I was left to my own devices. A princess who might be carted off at any moment isn’t useful for politics or marriage or anything else that princesses are for.”

He had the grace to look sheepish. “Did you want those things?”

She carefully began to wind the bandage to secure the dressing. “I wanted the choice.” She pressed her lips together, the regrets about what might have been running too deep to elaborate further. “But perhaps it wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d been able to pursue literally anything else properly.”

He turned to frown at her. “Why couldn’t you? You said you were left to your own devices.”

Was he truly that oblivious to the effects of his own actions? Grimly, she put her bare hand on his skin again, and this time she left it there, letting that tangle of sensation build, certain he must feel it too but wanting to test the theory. His eyes widened. The magic shivered between them, and she had the completely inappropriate impulse to climb into his lap. The turbulent emotions coming through their connection were shifting too quickly to identify, and she took her hand back, afraid she was projecting her own.

“That is why,” she said. “Did you think that powerful a magical debt would have no effect on the people around me? No, clearly you never gave it a second thought,” she added bitterly. “My making people uncomfortable was the least of it. And it got worse over time.” Gold twisting into vines . . .

Horror dawned in his eyes, and she couldn’t even be satisfied that she’d put it there because he was looking at her as so many others had for so many years.

“When you asked if your touch hurt me, was that because it has hurt others in the past?” he asked.

Her heart thundered in her ears. “It didn’t used to; it used to just make people feel vaguely unsettled. But of late, yes. I told you it got worse over time.” She shrugged. “Anyway, eventually it became clear to me that nothing was going to be resolved unless I took matters into my own hands. So here I am. Resolving matters, since you apparently were never going to.”

His frown deepened. “Forgive me, but surely your family didn’t plan to simply give you over even if I had turned up? Why did they send you here alone?”

Oh, that hurt, and she lashed out. “To face a murderer, you mean?”

His ears flattened against his skull. “I have never killed anyone.”

“I suppose it was just coincidence that the old king turned up dead the day after the straw-into-gold business?”

His eyes flashed. “I doubt it was coincidence, but it wasn’t me. Your mother certainly emerges from this story as a blameless victim, doesn’t she, despite being catapulted to queendom by it?”

She carefully tied off the last bandage, put the rest down, and walked out of the kitchen.
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THE TALE OF THE LOST NAME

WALKING INTO THE wall of wet heat almost immediately dampened her temper. Still, she kept going, moving further into the garden until she stood under the shade of a magnolia tree. Having already stormed out, it wasn’t as if she could pretend she hadn’t lost control. Might as well take the time to calm down.

Ominous clouds were gathering on the horizon, preparing for an afternoon downpour. Hopefully it would take the edge off the heat. Breathing deeply, she tried to draw in composure alongside the heady scent of magnolia.

She was amazed by her own rudeness. It had been drummed into her from birth that royalty did not react emotionally. Why had she let Malediction’s words get to her? She had a lifetime’s practice at appearing unruffled. Why had the skill deserted her now? This wasn’t like her at all.

Maybe it was simply that her manners had atrophied from so little recent social interaction. Maybe the cumulative weight of today’s shocks had been sufficient to wear through even her training. Or maybe, for the first time in her life, she felt (ironically) free of constraint. Malediction was the villain of the piece, after all. Who cared whether he thought her rude?

What does he know about your life or your family? Nothing—he wasn’t there. That’s the entire point. Therefore, his words mean nothing.

If her parents could have undone her curse, they would have. The simple fact was that they hadn’t been able to. They were only human, and it wasn’t fair of Malediction to speak as if any of this were their fault rather than his. He was the treacherous, murderous sorcerer who’d caused this whole mess.

Except, in the story she’d been told her whole life, the old king had been found dead in his tower with a knife in his back, with nobody having gone in or out. Of course it must have been the same evil fairy who’d so recently cursed his son’s chosen bride, her mother.

But . . . the Malediction wasn’t a knife fighter; he’d responded to her drawn dagger before like a rank amateur. And wasn’t stabbing someone in the back a strange murder method for a supposedly powerful sorcerer? Why assume magic was involved at all?

On top of this was the fact that her mother was . . . well, she certainly wasn’t a murderer, Gisele told herself, but there was a worm of doubt there now, a question mark she couldn’t un-wonder.

The problem was that Queen Bianka was not and never had been a helpless damsel, and now that Gisele thought about it, it seemed obvious that the old king wouldn’t have kept his promise to let her marry his son, gold or no gold, not if he’d already been at the point of trying to kill her off to prevent it. It was impossible that her mother hadn’t known that and just as impossible to imagine she wouldn’t have made whatever plans necessary to deal with it.

Gisele felt the evil fairy of the tale approach. Felt, not heard. The bond between them was the oddest thing, a faint impression of old paper and hot metal and awkwardness. Perhaps that last one was her own emotion; she hated that she’d let him see that he’d upset her.

She took a deep breath, vowing not to let it happen again, and turned to face him, disconcerted once again by the mirror reflection of her own mismatched eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said, half reaching out towards her and then aborting the motion, looking startled at his own impulse.

“Good. You should be sorry. Regardless of who killed the old king or not, you cursed me, and you’re the one refusing to fix it now. Don’t try to pin the blame for that on my family.”

His ears flattened, and he curled his fingers into fists. “I’m not refusing. I told you that I couldn’t. Fae can’t lie, you know.”

“That’s a convenient piece of folklore to claim, with no way for me to prove it,” she pointed out. “You must see that it’s not very convincing. Why can’t you fix the magic you created in the first place?”

His tail lashed, and for a long moment it seemed like they were at an impasse again. “Come back inside
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