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      The cat wasn’t in the linen closet. His Royal Highness Hallowyn Tempestren, the secret fae prince and newly minted steward of Stariel Estate more usually known as Wyn, frowned down at pristine and, above all, unoccupied white sheets. Crouching, he checked the lower shelves, but the closet remained conspicuously cat-free. It seemed unfair that the cat should not be here now, given the number of times she’d managed to sneak in to sleep despite his best efforts. Where in the high winds’ eddies was she? Wyn could locate any mortal in the house in about thirty seconds, but the cat still eluded him after half an hour of searching.

      Straightening, he clicked shut the closet door and considered where else in the labyrinthine Stariel House might appeal to a sly she-cat about to give birth. The long, empty shape of the hallway held no answers. Gas lamps cast a yellowish light, combining unpleasantly with the aged pink-and-green-striped wallpaper. A gap where one of the curtains hadn’t been closed properly showed a thin rectangle of darkness. He straightened it absently, thinking.

      Perhaps the bedrooms? Plumpuff—one of the children was responsible for the name—had a typical feline talent for inserting herself wherever she was least wanted. Wyn could readily imagine her choosing to have her kittens in the middle of one of the aunts’ beds. Of course, the problem was that the house boasted an alarming number of bedrooms, in various states of habitability, spread sporadically over four floors and two wings. It would take time to search them all. Too much time.

      He shifted from foot to foot, weighing his options, then sighed and with some reluctance reached out with his leysight. He rarely invoked it to such an extent, but it came easily, almost eagerly, to his call. The world sharpened, the lines of magic that criss-crossed this land sparkling with colour and the layers of Stariel and under-Stariel swimming before him, a beautiful and yet unwelcome reminder of the difference between himself and the people he served. They were human; he was not.

      Stariel grumbled as he scanned the leylines for a hint of the cat’s location. Wyn wasn’t bound to this land and Stariel knew it. However, he had its lord’s permission to be here, so usually it would simply cast a metaphorical eye over him, shrug, and move on. Not tonight, though. Tonight, Stariel crouched over him as he sifted through the currents of power, making them as stiff and uncooperative as chilled dough. He fought the urge to hunch under the unfriendly, disconcertingly focused presence.

      It could be just the season affecting Stariel’s mood. It was only six days until Wintersol, and it was natural for the land to be slow and reluctant to wake until springtime. It could also be that Wyn’s magic was stronger at this time of year, and something about that had set Stariel bristling. Stormcrows knew faelands could be strange and arbitrary about such things. But had it been this bad in winters past? Had it felt this personal? He couldn’t remember if he’d ever pressed the land for information near midwinter before.

      Of course—there was one other thing that could explain a change in Stariel’s attitude; its new lord. Though I wasn’t expecting Hetta’s influence to increase Stariel’s hostility towards me, he thought wryly. Perhaps his kissing skills could use more practice, in the slow, teasing wind of… He tugged his thoughts back from that distracting direction. Later. Right now, he needed to focus on finding the cat.

      With an effort of will, he widened the net of his leysight, and his senses expanded through the house. Stariel resisted, frosty and intractable, only grudgingly giving up the locations of its inhabitants. The Valstars had ruled over Stariel for a millennium, and the land was far more attached to them than it was to Wyn, who’d been resident not quite a decade. Ten years was an eye blink to a faeland.

      He pressed harder but still received only a hazy impression of the many lives within Stariel House. Most of the Valstars had returned to the family home for the Wintersol celebration and were spread through the interior like so many fireflies. The servants were largely down near the kitchen at this hour, though he didn’t need Stariel to tell him that. If he strained, he could make out the no-nonsense tones of Cook giving orders.

      But no cats.

      Wait—the merest skitter of claws kneading at an already threadbare windowseat: the library. Wyn set off along the hallway with long-legged strides, as the library was at the opposite end of the house from the linen closet. There wasn’t much time left. New life always affected the fabric of reality to some degree, and the atmosphere of the house had already begun to shift.

      He caught snatches of conversation as he went. From the red drawing room came the sound of the aunts competitively comparing children. In the adjoining room, a good portion of the adolescents were playing cards, ignoring their parents’ conversation. The crack of ivory balls distantly to the southeast told him that some of the older Valstar cousins were playing in the billiard room. He took care not to be seen, for he couldn’t afford the potential delay. He didn’t need magic for that: speed, stealth, and superior hearing worked just as well.

      It took him only a few minutes to reach the library. The room’s domed roof loomed overhead, the light-spells along the walls throwing ornate shadows into its curve. It was the only room in the house that warranted the use of the more expensive technomantic creations over gas lamps, because of the fire risk. They pinged oddly against his senses, like little blank spaces in the world, something he’d long since decided was a side effect of that specific branch of magic combining with the mechanics of mortal technology. Technomancy wasn’t a magic the fae possessed.

      He didn’t need to guess who had activated the light-spells, for he could hear Marius Valstar speaking from the windowseat at the far end of the library. His stride faltered for a beat, but he mastered the urge to avoid Hetta’s older brother and instead slunk towards him between the rows of bookshelves. Marius was reading to some of his younger relatives, voice warm with affection. Reading to children always put him in a good mood; perhaps he would forget to be angry at Wyn.

      Wyn rolled his eyes at the over-optimistic thought. Of course Marius would simply forget that Wyn had lied to him for nearly ten years about who and what he was. It wasn’t so much the masquerading as a human servant that had upset Marius. It was that Wyn had been deeper in Marius’s confidences than anyone else, and the reverse had turned out not to be true.

      Even if Marius did suddenly forgive him for that betrayal, there was another good reason for him to be angry at Wyn, though he didn’t yet know it. Wyn’s thoughts turned to Hetta again, and he couldn’t stop the smile that came to his lips, even as a cold band settled around his heart. Perhaps it was better that Marius didn’t know his sister and Wyn were…entangled. After all, it might end soon enough. It should end soon enough. The band tightened, the cold spreading over his rib cage.

      Marius nestled into one of the windowseats, his dark head bent over a book and spectacles slipping down his nose. Two young girls sat together at the other end of the seat, Marius’s cousins Willow and Violet. Their teenage brother Daffodil—their mother had a penchant for botanically themed names—evidently considered himself too old for stories, which he’d made clear by leaning against the wall as if about to walk away. His expression, however, was equally as enraptured as the two girls’.

      A grey cat curled on Marius’s lap, and Wyn’s focused sharpened. It wasn’t the cat Wyn was looking for. Stariel had deliberately misled him. No time to mull over what that might mean. Instead he began to mentally shuffle through the locations of the other windowseats in the house.

      Marius was reading the tale of an ancestral Valstar and his encounter with a gaggle of mischievous waterfae who’d taken up residence in one of Stariel’s mountain lakes. The subject matter seemed a little too topical to be accidental. Marius knew Wyn was fae, but most of the Valstars still didn’t. Wyn had never asked those who knew his identity to keep it a secret, but so far they had. Was Marius reconsidering? They could all change their minds at any time, and that left Wyn vulnerable. It itched at him, the need to take control of the situation, but so far he’d managed to resist the urge to do so. He owed them that.

      How many windowseats were there in the house? Twelve? Still far too many to search in the time he had left. He tried to narrow them down. “Please,” he asked Stariel. “Give me something more. This is important.”

      “Did Sydney really meet fairies in the sheepfold lakes?” Willow asked as Marius finished. Since it was a Valstar story, it had featured their ancestor easily outmanoeuvring troublesome lowfae. Wyn doubted the real tale had been quite so straightforward.

      “It’s just a story,” Daffodil said to his sister from his position against the wall. “Everybody knows fairies aren’t real.”

      The comment briefly distracted Wyn from his mental pleading. Daffodil and his siblings hadn’t been at Stariel when Hetta had matter-of-factly told her family that the fae were real and revealed the imposter Gwendelfear. Evidently the information hadn’t yet spread to those family members who’d been absent for the reveal. Surprising—usually anything with even a whiff of scandal to it whipped through the family like wildfire. But then, with Lady Sybil, Lady Phoebe, and Mr Gregory all refusing to acknowledge the matter, the information would travel more slowly. Those three were usually key nodes in the information network.

      Marius looked up and jerked in surprise as he spotted Wyn between the bookshelves. Then he bared his teeth in an edged smile.

      “I don’t know. What would you say, Mr Tempest? Are fairies real?” The two girls turned and exclaimed to see Wyn.

      Wyn gave Marius a flat look before he turned to Willow and smilingly asked, “What do you think, Miss Willow?”

      Willow had dark, bushy hair and the Valstar eyes, solemn and grey. They held a spark of defiance as she answered.

      “Mama says that the wee folk are real, that they’re just hard to spot. We always put out milk for brownies on full moons.”

      “It’s just a tradition,” Daffodil broke in. He shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched. “Mama just likes the tradition.” He glanced between Marius and Wyn, looking for support. “It’s just old wives’ tales. Harmless.”

      Wyn blinked. He hadn’t known that about the milk. Of all Grandmamma Philomena’s children, Aunt Maude was the one who followed her mother’s lead the most when it came to old superstitions, but he hadn’t realised she’d passed it on to her own offspring.

      “Old wives often know more than you’d credit,” Wyn said neutrally to Daffodil. He nodded at Willow. “And better to be safe than sorry, no? Perhaps one day you’ll be glad you curried the brownies’ favour.”

      Marius frowned, but just then Aunt Maude came into the library, clearly on the hunt.

      “Ah, there you are girls, Daffy,” she said. In short order she bustled all three children out of the room. She paid no more attention to Wyn than if he was an item of furniture, which in a way, he was. The fringe benefits of servitude.

      Wyn was about to move on with his search, but Marius spoke first:

      “So…if I leave saucers filled with milk outside your door, will I secure your favour?” His tone was light, but there was a note of accusation in it.

      Wyn let out a soft breath of amusement. “I’ve no particular fondness for milk, Marius. I’m not a brownie.”

      There was a pause. “That’s not an answer.” Marius held his gaze, chin tilting. Marius had recently worked out that Wyn couldn’t lie. Ever since then, he’d been pushing.

      Are you ever going to forgive me? Wyn wanted to ask but refrained. Marius’s anger was entirely justified, and a masochistic part of him was glad of it. Stormwinds knew more Valstars should be angry at him for the way he’d deceived them, for the fae wrath he feared was coming because of him. I will leave, he reassured himself. I will leave before it comes to that.

      “Very well,” he said, straightening. Toe-to-toe, Wyn was only an inch or two taller—the Valstars were a lanky bunch—but with Marius seated, he had the advantage. Advantage? He had to take a moment to quieten the uncharacteristically aggressive urge to intimidate. The tide of the darkest season rode him hard at this time of year, but he was neither lowfae nor lesser fae to be ruled by such instincts. “Yes. You would. The giving of a gift invokes an obligation on the part of the receiver. However”—he held up a finger—“the nature of the obligation varies according to the value of the gift. Given that I am already obligated to your family for sheltering me, that I have previously sworn an oath to protect Stariel and its inhabitants, that I am not particularly fond of milk, and that you could supply it at no cost to yourself, the additional favour I would owe you would be insignificant.” He shrugged. “Also, I’d prefer not to have to clean up saucers of milk outside my door when someone knocks them over.” An inevitability, given the number of children running around the household right now with the family home for Wintersol.

      In the thoughtful silence that followed, Wyn’s attention strayed to the fabric of the windowseat, which was beginning to fray along the edge where Marius most often rested his feet. Wyn made a mental note of it, adding it to his already long list of things there was never quite enough money or magic to remedy. But perhaps, if his and Hetta’s meeting at the bank this week went well, they would have more funds for maintenance soon. If that didn’t happen before he left…well, he’d simply have to write down the most urgent needs for the new housekeeper. The one they hadn’t employed yet. There is still time, he reassured himself, though that reminded him of the cat, for which time was definitely not in plentiful supply.

      Optimistically, he sent another mental plea to Stariel for information, or at least to let him have proper access to the leylines. The faeland ignored it as it had all the previous ones.

      “You can’t keep running,” Marius said suddenly, changing topic in his characteristically abrupt fashion. “How do you expect us to accept you if you can’t accept yourself?”

      Wyn snapped back from thoughts of upholstery and cats. Marius’s grey eyes bored into him, curiously penetrating, as if he could see all Wyn’s intentions laid out like stars on a moonless night. This was the other reason he’d considered avoiding him; Marius was prone to flashes of uncomfortable insight.

      “I beg your pardon?” Wyn said at last. “I believe our definitions of ‘running’ may be different, if remaining in one location for nearly a decade qualifies as such.”

      Marius’s expression didn’t change. “You’re not human, Wyn.”

      Wyn laughed. “I’m aware, as you so often insist on reminding me.” He gestured at the storybook Marius had been reading from. A grossly inaccurate painting of a puckmere featured on the cover: for starters, that species of lowfae tended to view clothing as entirely optional rather than an opportunity to play dolls.

      Marius had the grace to look embarrassed, shoving the storybook to the side. He opened his mouth, about to say more, but there was no time for it, so Wyn spoke briskly before Marius could.

      “In any case, have you seen a cat? Not that one.” He indicated the grey cat on Marius’s lap. “A calico. The children call her Plumpuff.”

      A peculiar expression crossed Marius’s face. “You’re looking for a cat.”

      “Yes. Have you seen one?”

      “No. But why in Simulsen’s name⁠—”

      “Then forgive my rudeness, but I must be off. Time is short.” And he slipped away from the library, leaving Marius staring bemusedly after him.
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      Wyn hadn’t wanted to involve Hetta in this affair, but time was running out and he could wrangle no further help from Stariel. The faeland grew obstinate when pressed, holding the leylines to ransom, and he was reluctant to summon more power and try to force the issue with Stariel being so belligerent.

      Hetta was much easier to find than the cat. He was always aware, to some degree, where she was, the taste of her magic so familiar that he could swing towards her as unerringly as to due north. Human magic didn’t generally have individualised signatures, but the Valstars had fae blood in their ancestry. It had been enough to give Hetta’s magic distinctive notes of coffee pricked lightly with chilli even before she’d succeeded to the lordship of Stariel. Since her ascension, her magic had mingled with Stariel’s, deepening in complexity. In this season, crushed pine and frost dominated, and Wyn followed the shape of it through the house. Hetta’s signature was brighter than old Lord Valstar’s had ever been. Was it simply the difference between Hetta and her father, or a sign of some deeper change in the land now that the ways between Faerie and Mortal were open once more?

      Hetta was in the stillroom with her grandmother. Wyn opened the door and crashed into its characteristic wall of scent, the pungency of lavender and rosemary interlaced with a thousand other herbs. He always found the room disorienting, impossible to distinguish the smell of magic from the mundane. It tended to give him a headache if he stayed too long.

      Pausing on the threshold, he took the opportunity to drink in the sight of Henrietta Valstar, Lord of Stariel, in the moment before she noticed his presence. She was bent over a tray of jars filled with one of her grandmother’s remedies, carefully screwing on lids. A small crease formed between her brows as she concentrated, and the sleek ends of her auburn bob slipped forward, shadowing her face.

      Everything that she was—fiercely loyal, deeply pragmatic, often impulsive, occasionally whimsical—shone from her like starlight, heart-stoppingly beautiful. Hetta had returned to Stariel two months ago after a six-year absence. A faked Choosing Ceremony had made her lord-in-name shortly after her arrival, but it had not yet been a fortnight since she’d become lord-in-fact. This thing between them now, deeper than their long friendship, was newer still. Wyn had never intended for it to happen. But apparently my ability to resist temptation could use work, he reflected as he watched Hetta’s deft motions.

      The thought that was never far from his mind these days rose without prompting, as did its accompanying silent vow in response. The wrath of two fae courts would descend on him, sooner or later; he had to keep that from affecting Stariel and Hetta, whatever it took. Ice twisted in his chest.

      Hetta looked up and saw him. Happiness lit her grey eyes and splintered the ice into something soft and painful. How did I ever think I could resist her? Her lips were painted the same colour as spring roses, her eyelashes blacker and longer than usual. She’d been out for most of today, meeting with the village council, and she was still dressed to impress.

      “My Star,” he said. It was an old address for the lord, and his preferred one for Hetta when others were present. “I would ask for your assistance.”

      “Is that what we’re calling it now?” Grandmamma Philomena said cheerfully from the end of the stillroom. “I don’t know who you two think you’re fooling.” The elderly but spry matriarch wandered over to Hetta and patted her arm. “Leave those to me, m’dear. You’d better go ‘assist’ your boy.” She twinkled at Wyn.

      “Thank you, Grandmamma,” Hetta said, ignoring the comment. She came around the worktable towards Wyn, and he followed her out into the hallway.

      He shut the door. “Clearly, we’re doing a terrible job at being discreet.”

      Hetta shrugged, but her eyes danced. “I said nothing. You know how Grandmamma is.”

      “I do,” he acknowledged. Fortunately, Lady Philomena was inclined to keep her secrets; she liked having something over her less-observant descendants.

      Hetta plucked at his lapel. “I’m assuming you pulled me away for a reason?” Her lips curved mischievously. “Though if you want to find a private corner somewhere and…talk, I have no objections.”

      Her eyes had darkened to the deep grey that heralds storms. One hand rested above his collar, against his pulse, and he drew in a deep breath, caught by the intimacy. The warmth of her called to him, even through all the layers of clothing separating them, and his body hummed a note of pure yearning.

      The cat. Remember the cat! The cat seemed entirely beside the point at this exact moment, but he managed to shake his head. “Another time.”

      “All right.” Hetta let her hand drop. She looked slightly disappointed, which provided a small, smug bolster to his vanity. “What did you want me for, then?”

      “I’m looking for a cat. I need to locate her as soon as possible. Can you ask Stariel where she is? A long-haired calico. The children call her Plumpuff.”

      Hetta’s expression echoed her oldest brother’s recent one. The two siblings had a similar bone structure and the same way of arching their narrow eyebrows when they thought you were being ridiculous. Amusement twitched at the corners of Hetta’s mouth, but she merely closed her eyes and reached without demanding an explanation.

      The nuances of magic around her changed, and he knew she was immersing herself in Stariel. She opened her eyes, her expression blank, and when she spoke, there were echoes of the faeland in her voice, deep and alien: “The cat is in the room of paper ways.”

      She shook her head, the blankness fading. “She’s in the map room. Of course she is,” she said in a more normal tone of voice. She gave a sigh of resignation. Hetta, Wyn, and her cousin Jack had covered practically every surface in the map room with paper yesterday, trying to translate Hetta’s instinctive knowledge of the estate into one that other people could also read. Likely Plumpuff had made a nest of it.

      “Are you all right?” He hadn’t liked the way Stariel had dominated over her momentarily.

      She waved his concern aside. “It’s more difficult, searching the house. It seems to occupy more dimensions than the rest of the estate. And I’m always worried I’ll concentrate too hard on the wrong part of it and find out something about one or other of my relatives that I’d rather not know.” She smoothed down her skirts. “Right, shall we go find your lost cat then?”

      “You do not need⁠—”

      “Oh, but I do. And you can explain to me why you’re fretting over this feline while we walk. And also what you did to make Stariel so grumpy with you.”

      The map room was on the third floor and in the north-east corner, which meant the quickest way to get there was to go down to the ground floor, cut across the courtyard outside, and then climb the internal staircase of the northern tower. Stariel House had been built and added to by a succession of Valstars, and it showed in the inconvenient layout. The chaotic nature of the house reminded Wyn a little of the court where he’d grown up, though the actual architectural style of ThousandSpire was utterly different, built to accommodate both greater extremes of climate, especially the scorching hot dry season, and the winged nature of its inhabitants, the stormdancers.

      Giving in to temptation, he took Hetta’s hand as they crossed the dark courtyard, safe from prying eyes, Hetta’s small, soft hand at odds with the strong-willed woman beside him. The night was black as pitch, and the air sank bitter teeth into them, the promise of ice on the wind. Hetta huddled against the shelter of his taller form as they hurried across. Above them loomed Stariel House’s three towers of varying heights, one of which pre-dated the rest of the house. Again, he recalled the spires of his homeland; he couldn’t seem to escape reminders of his nature tonight.

      “Well?” she prompted when they’d reached the bottom of the northern stairwell and he still hadn’t spoken.

      “The cat is about to have kittens. In fact, she may already have had them.”

      “Kittens in midwinter,” Hetta mused, then frowned. “Is that usual?”

      “No. That is just one of the several reasons why I believe the father may have been catshee.”

      “A fae cat?” she asked. “Those are real?”

      Of course Hetta would have heard of catshee; they were common enough in Northern folk tales.

      “Yes. They’re a type of lowfae and usually wyldfae as well—swearing allegiance to no court. They go where they will.”

      “Do they usually mate with normal cats? I mean, I assume all our other cats aren’t secretly fae?”

      He grinned as he held open the door at the top of the stairwell. “They go,” he emphasised, “where they will.” Hetta laughed, and he clarified. “A lot of mortal cats have a bit of catshee in their lineage somewhere. They’re one of the more fecund kinds of fae.”

      “There’s some problem with all of this you’re not telling me, though,” she said as they rounded the last corner in the corridor that led to the map room. “Stariel’s native wyldfae have never worried you before; why should half-fae kittens throw you into such a dither now?”

      “I’m wondering if it’s merely coincidence that led one of the catshee here at this time.” It wasn’t the whole truth, and Hetta’s raised eyebrow as she pushed the map room door open said she knew it, but she didn’t press.

      The map room was a round corner chamber in the north-eastern tower, part of the oldest section of Stariel House. He quickly scanned the room, which was lined with shallow shelving units and dominated by a central table, and found the cat on the windowseat. Hetta drew back the curtain that separated the windowseat from the room and revealed Plumpuff amidst a nest of what had until very recently been neat stacks of paper.

      She gave a small sigh. “The dratted creatures always know precisely how to cause the most trouble.” But her expression was tender as she took in the three tiny kittens, all black as soot. Plumpuff was entirely pleased with herself, washing her progeny calmly as they wriggled. She looked up placidly and meowed.

      Hetta quirked an eyebrow at him. “Well?”

      He tasted the kittens’ nature. “Catshee indeed,” he said, wishing it were otherwise.

      “Well, fae cats or not, they can’t live in my map room,” Hetta said firmly. “I’m pretty sure Marius left a crate here somewhere that I can transport them in. Where would be best to relocate them to?”

      “The kitchen,” he suggested absently.

      Hetta went to the other side of the room, looking for the crate. Wyn bent to study the kittens. Their eyes were screwed tightly shut, features soft and indistinct. They nuzzled at their mother, the instinctive drive of new life towards that which will sustain it. To his leysight, they glowed, though more dimly than they should.

      It was because they were dying, of course.

      Even as he watched, the energy of them faded a little more. The power of the spell he’d set to repel housefae bore down on the tiny lives with inexorable force. The spell kept wyldfae from entering Stariel House, but the kittens had bypassed it, transported in their mother’s womb. Now they were trapped within the spell’s bounds, and it was killing them.

      It could be a coincidence, finding that loophole in his spell. After all, what would three half-fae kittens gain anyone? But he hadn’t survived his upbringing in a brutal fae court by believing in coincidence.

      He should let the kittens die and keep his spell intact. Stariel’s native lowfae and any roaming wyldfae would remain excluded from the house and so would any spies amongst them. The spies would be for him, of course, now that the fae knew he was here. He balled his hands into fists. Who was he trying to protect? These kittens had been born here, in Stariel. They were Hetta’s. They had more right to be here than he did.

      The kittens mewled; tiny, feeble things rustling softly in their paper nest. He could read distress in the currents around them. They were only kittens. What did it matter if they died, if it made him safer? It was the rational choice. He should be strong enough to make it.

      His father’s voice echoed in his ears: “You are weak, Hallowyn.”

      There was no greater weakness than sentiment, for the fae.

      He reached out and stroked a single finger over one small black kitten. Its fur was thin and velvet-soft, but it shivered away from the touch, no doubt connecting his scent with the spell that was killing it. He pulled his hand back. “You are weak.” His father’s words beat at him as he extended his will.

      The tension around the kittens, that slow and deadly drain of life, abruptly snapped free. Plumpuff started to purr, and Wyn patted her on the head before rising. The kittens began to nurse, the tiny sparks of their life-forces steadying.

      Hetta stared at him from across the room, the crate dangling from one slender hand.

      “What,” she said in a low voice that had hints of Stariel in it, “did you just do, Wyn?”
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      Hetta stared hard at Wyn as rain and spice permeated the air, as if the map room were suddenly at the centre of a bizarre thunderstorm. The magic he’d worked had altered the atmosphere of the house on some fundamental level, and Stariel bristled with hostility towards him.

      “Stop that,” she told the land firmly, pushing its attention away from Wyn. “You’re fond of him, remember? I know his secrecy is trying, sometimes, but this reaction is quite out of proportion to the offense. He’s our friend.” Friend wasn’t quite the right label anymore, but she hadn’t found a new one yet that didn’t sound either silly or premature.

      Stariel didn’t answer in words. It was too big and too old and too complicated for that. Instead, she felt it muttering, a guard dog reluctantly standing down. It worried her. Had she inadvertently caused this new aggression? There was so much she didn’t know about being lord!

      “I’m trying very hard to keep my temper at your apparently incurable tendency to hoard secrets,” she said to Wyn as he knelt next to the kittens.

      Sometimes Hetta could read him as clearly as a neatly typed play script, but other times, like now, he went still and blank and showed no emotion at all. Going fae, she’d mentally dubbed it, though he kept his human shape. She’d seen him in his true fae form only once.

      Even through her exasperation, she couldn’t help appreciating the graceful way he rose to his feet, fluid as a stag. The warm brown of his skin gleamed in the light from the room’s central lamp—the house hadn’t yet had elektricity installed—and made strange shadows in his white-blond hair.

      “I deactivated a long-running spell of mine,” he said, carefully choosing his words. “It was to repel lowfae and keep them from entering the house. It was killing the kittens.”

      Hetta frowned. “How long has this spell been in place? Since Gwendelfear?” Gwendelfear had been a fae from one of the two warring courts out for Wyn’s blood. She’d smuggled herself into the house in disguise and been responsible for both courts learning of Wyn’s residence at Stariel.

      “No,” Wyn said. “That would have been a much more useful spell. This one, I’m afraid, only worked on lowfae. Gwendelfear is lesser fae—my spell was never designed to keep her out. Lowfae are small things, largely without much intelligence, although they can be powerful in some cases. Many of the lowfae are also wyldfae and owe allegiance to no court.”

      Hetta came towards him, stopping to place the crate down on the windowseat beside the kittens. “So fae cats are lowfae; Gwendelfear was lesser fae; and you are greater fae. Are there any additional flavours I should know of?”

      “I am royal fae,” he corrected. “Though ‘flavours’ makes us sound like types of ice cream.” He paused, lips twitching. His face was all spare angles, beautiful and remote. The only bit of him with any visible softness was his lips, a sensual promise that Hetta knew first-hand held good. “You look about to make some remark regarding ‘tasting’.”

      “I do not!” But of course, now he’d said it, her attention drifted to his mouth again. When she hastily raised her gaze, his russet eyes were brimming with laughter. It woke an answering fondness in her, saccharine as candy-floss. How could she resist him like this, full of warm irreverence that transformed his alien beauty into something infinitely more attractive? But she knew how Wyn worked; if she let him, he’d only slide away from her questions. So she prodded him sharply in the chest. “Stop trying to distract me. How long has this spell been in place?”

      The laughter faded from his eyes, and he straightened. “A little less than ten years. Since I arrived at Stariel.” He hurried on before she’d fully absorbed the ramifications of that statement. “That was part of my rationale for removing it. It was originally intended to reduce the risk that one of Stariel’s wyldfae would discover my identity and spread the news to those who might bring it to my father’s ears. Obviously, that is no longer a risk. My father knows I’m here now.” He looked past her to the uncurtained windows, though there was nothing to see in the darkness. He’d gone very fae again, the prince briefly replacing the steward.

      Part of his rationale, he’d said. It wasn’t hard to guess what else might have influenced him, not when he reached out absently to pet Plumpuff’s ears. The three tiny bundles of black fur squirmed next to their mother. Hetta could hardly be angry at him for saving them, though she still wished he’d told her earlier about this spell of his.

      “How is it that you always manage to find a way to turn these things about so it’s impossible to be properly angry with you by the time you’ve explained yourself?” she complained.

      “My excellent kissing skills? My dark and tortured soul, which makes you long to comfort me?”

      She laughed but grumbled, “You aren’t as winsome as you think.” Some of her earlier anger began to return as she thought of the length of time he’d been holding this secret close. Ten years!

      The stillness drained out of him, taking the sharpest of his edges with it. “There’s a spell on the henhouse to keep the foxes and stoats away.” The words burst from him in a sudden torrent, as if he couldn’t get them out quickly enough. “As well as the lowfae. Brownies love eggs and will steal them if they get the chance. And there are spells on the carpets to help keep the dirt out. Actually, a surprising number of my spells have to do with keeping things out or keeping things in. There is a cooling spell in the pantry⁠—”

      “Just how many spells do you have whirling away out there?” she interrupted him.

      “Ah, of what order of magnitude?”

      She gave him a very speaking look.

      “I’m not trying to be difficult, Hetta. But it might be easier to ask Stariel to simply tell you.”

      Hetta closed her eyes and reached. It took a few false starts to explain to Stariel what she wanted, but once she had, the land responded so eagerly that she had to pull back from the sudden influx of information. She put a hand on the wall to steady herself, her head ringing. “More slowly, thank you,” she instructed the faeland. She and Stariel were still working on their communication; it wanted to please her, but it had difficulty grasping the smallness of humans.

      To her relief, the land understood, and the avalanche of knowledge slowed to a more manageable trickle. She frowned as the information came to her. Wyn’s magic was everywhere, and it was magic wholly unlike her own, or like any human magery she knew. Hetta herself was a master illusionist, had worked most recently in a theatre in Meridon before Stariel had chosen her. Illusion was a magic largely used for entertainment—including some very adult entertainments—and was consequently looked down on by polite society. Though there were a variety of other human magics, from the common technomancy to the rare mediation, all had known bounds and rules within which they worked. Wyn’s magic was something altogether different, something out of tales. Or, she thought with a start, like the magic of Stariel itself.

      Stariel’s magic didn’t fit within the neat parameters of human magic that Hetta knew, but she’d never really questioned it before. Its magic might be old and strange, but Hetta’s family had been used to that strangeness for centuries. But it’s just as much fae magic as Wyn’s, she thought, trying to decipher the wefts of Wyn’s spells. Wyn had told her Stariel was built on an accord between Hetta’s distant ancestor and the High King of Faerie.

      Some of Wyn’s spells were obvious. The one in the dairy was to keep milk from spoiling. Around the household lay a great many of a cleaning nature. She paused to pick at one in the linen closet, deciding eventually that it was to repel moths.

      Reaching out with her land-sense like this was oddly satisfying, like stretching a cramped muscle, and knowledge began to come to her faster as her focus widened. It didn’t feel as if she were being told new information by someone else. Instead the knowledge welled up inside her, immediate and complete, as if each area she focused on was merely a prompt for her to remember things she’d only momentarily forgotten. Her head throbbed, the pain increasing until she gave up on trying to hold on to the details of every ‘memory’ at once. Slowly she mastered the trick of it, learning to let the knowledge fade as she moved on to each new, tightly defined area. The headache ebbed. I suppose there’s only so much space in a human head, she thought wryly. Like a cup beneath a running faucet. It was probably for the best; being aware of every ant’s location moment-by-moment would be overwhelming rather than useful.

      Reaching the village, she found spells of warmth on some of the cottages, which, Hetta reflected guiltily, still weren’t properly insulated. They had yet to secure a bank loan to begin the necessary upgrades.

      She couldn’t tell what every spell was for, though they all felt benign enough. A few of the village gardens had spells affixed to them, but not all. Similarly, individual trees in the home orchard. Other spells were larger and more powerful, strange and tasting of storms. “It’s all right,” she told Stariel when it became something between frustrated and downcast in its inability to translate in a way she could understand. “Luckily us humans have our own ways to communicate. Us fae and humans,” she corrected.

      She opened her eyes. Wyn was carefully lining the crate with discarded paper. “What are all the ones on the children for?”

      He kept his eyes on his task. “Three years ago, in January, two of the village children who’d been out playing didn’t return from the forest before nightfall. A blizzard came in very suddenly. By the time we managed to rouse Lord Henry so he could find them, the smith’s daughter had died of cold.”

      Stariel was a very large estate and entirely wild in parts. The Lord of Stariel could locate anyone within the estate’s bounds, but the old Lord Valstar, Hetta’s father, had been a drunk. If he’d fallen into a stupor, waking him enough to understand what was needed would’ve taken a long time. Too long. Her stomach twisted.

      A clean, cold anger burned in Wyn’s eyes for a heartbeat before he tamped it down. “They’re locator spells. But they too are now rendered superfluous. I don’t doubt your capacity to do your duty, Hetta. I will undo those as well, if you wish it.”

      “After that tale, I don’t know how I could.” It seemed a sensible safeguard, but it still made her uneasy. There was so often an edge of secrecy or manipulation to fae magic—Wyn’s magic. He’s not human, she thought for the thousandth time, trying once again to merge the two halves of him, the old, trusted friend and the strange fae prince. Which one was she attracted to? Even as she posed the question, she knew it was a foolish one. Wyn wasn’t two people, and it wasn’t as if he’d developed a whole new personality overnight. He’d always been a study in contrasts: secretive and manipulative; kind and dry-humoured. And yet, something had changed, between them if nothing else. It had only been a few days since they’d kissed, irrevocably exchanging friendship for something she didn’t yet have a name for, but already she could see complications sprouting in all directions. What was she going to do with this infuriatingly attractive man and all the baggage that came with him?

      Something of her emotions must have shown, because he left the crate, rose, and wrapped his arms around her. She went willingly, tucking her head under his chin, letting her anxieties melt against his reassuring solidity. He smelt of clean linen and soap, with a hint of rainstorm and a spice she couldn’t quite place, similar to but richer than cinnamon. Her mind supplied the name after a pause: cardamom. That familiar mixture had always been his, but she’d only recently realised that some of it wasn’t real scent at all, but how her senses perceived his magic. Human magic didn’t have a smell. It might as well have been a symbol of their entire relationship; something she’d always known about him given suddenly new connotations.

      Magic or not, it was still a highly appealing scent, and she gave a little sigh against his chest. “I understand why you’ve kept so many secrets in the past. But we can’t go on like this, with me continually blindsided by things you ought to have told me sooner. I have wider responsibilities now, and this isn’t just about me and you.” Which one of them was she reminding?

      She felt him nod, his arms tightening around her. “You’re right.”

      “You know it irritates me when you won’t defend yourself,” she told him, looking up and lacing her hands behind his neck. Her hands were ungloved, bare fingertips brushing against his skin and the silken strands of his hair. “How are we ever to have a proper fight if you just give in all the time?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Very well. In my defence, I am new to this…” he fished about for a word, “this sharing between us. And the spells are largely old.” He smiled then, slow and full of wickedness. “But don’t tell me you want to fight, Hetta, when you are clearly angling for something else entirely.”

      With slow deliberation, he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and raised it to her lips, carefully wiping away the remnants of her lipstick. Her breath caught.

      As she’d hoped, he bent and kissed her. He was so careful, so controlled, and only when they kissed did he ease the tight leash he held on himself. Not completely, of course, but there was a hint of wildness in the curve of his mouth, a fierce, tantalising edge of temptation. Some devilish part of her was determined to see him cut free of restraint, and if she couldn’t make him lose his temper then perhaps she could drive him mad with lust.

      The latter option also appealed for entirely non-altruistic reasons. Frequently, Hetta had found, men kissed merely as an eager prelude to more intimate relations. Which Hetta didn’t object to, but Wyn kissed like they had all the time in the world, as if kisses were an end in and of themselves, a slow, languorous drug burning deliciously through her whole body.

      She fumbled at his bowtie, feeling there was altogether too much starch separating them. Wyn made a noise low in his throat, half-laughter, half-growl, and then he picked her up and swung her onto the high map table so that her legs dangled to either side of him. A pile of paper crashed to the floor. They both ignored it, and she fisted her hands in his shirt, pulling him closer, her heart dancing a frantic rhythm.

      They’d forgotten to shut the door to the map room.

      This oversight became apparent as two of her cousins traipsed into the room one after the other and then froze in similarly staggered fashion.
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      “Hetta!” her cousin Jack exclaimed. Hetta had a good view of his face past Wyn’s shoulder; his brows nearly merged with his hairline in shock. Her cousin Caro wore a similar expression. Hetta had a fleeting impression of seeing double, as Caro had the same true-red hair as Jack and both her cousins had flushed nearly the same shade.

      Wyn broke away, stripes of colour high on his cheekbones. In the unguarded instant before he reassembled his composure, he looked gratifyingly unravelled with his hair mussed and bowtie hanging loose.

      Hetta remained awkwardly perched on the map table. Was there any point pretending she and Wyn had been engaged in some innocent lord-and-steward consultation? Deciding that there wasn’t, she grinned impishly up at her cousins.

      “Oh, do go away. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      Jack spluttered something inarticulate, but Caro, her eyes round and brim-full of questions, said, “Fair enough. I think I’ll look at the waterway maps some other time. Come on, Jack.”

      But Jack wouldn’t be shifted. Caro shrugged helplessly at Hetta and trotted out alone. There was a pause while they all listened to her footsteps recede. Wyn went and shut the door behind her, rearranging his bowtie with quick, neat motions. When he turned, his armour was firmly back in place.

      Jack shot him a venomous look. “What the blazes do you think you’re doing?!”

      “Reciting poetry,” Hetta said acerbically. “Honestly, Jonathan, if you don’t know what we were doing, I’m not going to explain the facts of life to you.”

      Jack went even redder, his mouth pressing into a hard line of disapproval.

      “You know what I mean! You can’t carry on like, like—” Jack whirled on Wyn. “If I found anyone else canoodling with my cousin, I’d ask when the wedding was, but there bloody well better not be a wedding in the offing here, Mr Tempest.”

      Jack knew Wyn was fae. He’d known it for years before Hetta, something that still irked her. Hetta’s own father had told him, expecting Jack to follow in his footsteps as lord.

      “Canoodling?” Hetta repeated incredulously. “You sound like your mother! I truly don’t see what business this is of yours. Go away.”

      She and her cousin had only recently reached an uneasy truce after they’d had to work together to unravel a plot against Stariel. Hetta had a feeling she might’ve just undone that. But she was less concerned with Jack than Wyn. He’d gone distant and unreadable again, but she knew what he was likely thinking; his ambivalence about remaining at Stariel had been increasing with every day since her lordship, and her dashed cousin’s untimely interruption would be making him recalculate.

      “You know what I mean! It’s not—you can’t go round acting like a…” Jack’s indignation faltered in the face of Hetta’s cold stare.

      Wyn’s demeanour had also grown frosty. “Do go on. Acting like a what, exactly?” he asked in a soft, dangerous tone.

      But though Jack was hot-headed, he wasn’t a complete fool. “Don’t you try and turn this back on me. How long has this been going on? Carrying on like bloody dogs in heat! I thought you had some notion of honour! I don’t know what your people think is acceptable, but you can’t just⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, Wyn hasn’t deflowered me,” Hetta interjected, bringing Jack’s diatribe to a screeching halt.

      Jack turned an even deeper shade of red but didn’t back down. He could be tiresomely persistent if he saw something as his duty.

      “Well. Good,” he said stiffly. “Because it’s not like you can marry him.”

      “That privilege was given to a very comely stagehand five years ago,” Hetta continued as if he hadn’t spoken, sick of Jack’s prudery. Honestly. “Steven, his name was. Or was it Stefan?” She slid off the map table, dusted off her skirt, and said with false sweetness, “No, it was definitely Steven. He had lovely blue eyes.” She draped an arm deliberately around Wyn’s waist. He put a hand over hers, presenting a united front without hesitation, and her heart gave a fierce, happy squeeze.

      Jack was, for once, speechless. Hetta had evidently so offended his sense of propriety that he couldn’t even look at them, fixing his gaze on the far window instead as his throat worked, trying and failing to form speech. Eventually he grit out, “You always ignore things you don’t like, Hetta, but you can’t just please yourself and pretend it affects no one else this time. You’re the lord. He’s not even human.”

      Hetta glared daggers but Jack ignored her and turned to Wyn. “If she won’t see the sense in it, then you’d bloody well better. Whatever this…thing…is between you, it needs to end now.”

      Wyn’s voice was still clipped and cold. “I make you no oaths, Jonathan Langley-Valstar, but I would remind you that I made an oath to your uncle to bring no harm to Stariel. I do not intend to break it.” His hand on Hetta’s tightened. “And now I would ask you to leave.”

      Jack rocked back on his heels, eyes narrowing. Wyn rarely made demands. But to Hetta’s surprise he nodded curtly, turned, and left without another word.

      Wyn dropped her hand and went to the door again, closing it with a soft click for the second time. The room echoed with a pleasant absence of angry relatives. As if the silence were an entrance cue, the wind rattled at the windows.

      “You lied to him,” Hetta observed. There was no possibility of Wyn breaking his oath to her father, since it didn’t exist anymore.

      He leaned his head briefly against the wood, his back to her, and didn’t bother to refute her statement with the technicality that he’d said nothing untrue. Wyn couldn’t outright lie, but Hetta had begun to realise that you could lay out pieces of perfect truth to create wholly false pictures. She didn’t disapprove, exactly, since she’d probably do the same in his place, but it had made her pay more attention to what Wyn meant rather than what he said.

      “I would re-take the oath in a heartbeat if you would but let me.”

      Wyn’s oath to her father had ended when he’d died. Oaths were a serious business for fae; they lost power if they broke them. Hetta didn’t like the idea of imposing a magical obligation on her friend; a broken oath had already hurt him once, and she didn’t want to be the means for it to happen again.

      “Well, I’m not accepting any such oath. I don’t want us to be liege lord and supplicant.” There were already quite sufficient complications between them without adding that on top. Hetta might technically be his employer, but at least he wasn’t magically bound into that role.

      “Neither do I,” he said, turning away from the door. As he did so, something beyond her caught his attention. “Get out!” he told it sharply.

      She turned too but caught only a flash of movement as something scuttled away, impossible to recognise. “What was it?” She leaned on Stariel for the knowledge. “A wyldfae,” she answered herself. She could feel the little creature hurrying away from the tower, through the cavities in the walls.

      “A brownie,” Wyn agreed. “The wyldfae are already investigating the house.” His eyes were distant. “That brownie will likely spread the news of our relationship to half the wyldfae on the estate before noon tomorrow.”

      “Jack and Caro won’t tell anyone, though.” A hope rather than a certainty, but far more important than whatever brownies thought of her and Wyn. She crossed the distance between them and put a hand against his chest. “What Jack said⁠—”

      “He is right.”

      She stiffened. “He’s not right, thank you very much! If you dare say that you’ve dishonoured me or any other such ludicrously old-fashioned sentiment, I shall singe your eyebrows off!”

      He blinked down at her. “Oh. No, of course I don’t mean that. I mean…I’m not human.”

      Several retorts sprung to her lips, but she waited for him to explain himself instead. Outside, hard drops of rain began to hit the tower.

      He spoke softly, as serious as she’d ever seen him. “It’s not human scandal that I fear the most. I fear what it may mean for Stariel if my past catches up with me. And I fear it may not be a matter of if but when. Perhaps it’s merely paranoia to worry about those catshee kittens…but perhaps not.”

      “And I said I would fight the fae for you if need be.” She could expel fae from Stariel, if his father sent them again. But it was the wrong thing to say. His jaw tightened. “Have I wounded your pride?” she asked, somewhat fascinated. She didn’t think she’d ever managed to offend him before, or at least he’d never shown it if she had.

      He grimaced. “I’m a damnably proud creature, apparently.” He reached out to tuck a tendril of Hetta’s hair behind her ear. “It irks me, that I bring so much trouble with me. I should much prefer the reverse, that my presence should bring you only gain.”

      She appreciated the honesty, but still said frankly, “I’m worried your martyrish tendencies will make you decide you need to leave for my or Stariel’s own good.” She didn’t try to hide what she thought of that.

      He stilled, fingertips warm against her neck. “I…cannot promise you that I won’t.” He looked miserable. “Sometimes it would be nice to be able to lie.”

      The words spilled out before she could snatch them back: “I won’t forgive you if you leave.” Her heart hammered; it felt too much like an ultimatum. She shouldn’t be issuing ultimatums when this thing between them had barely begun, should she? But if he had to tell the truth, then so should she. And she couldn’t pretend she’d accept that sort of betrayal. Not from him.

      Oddly, his expression softened. “I know. And I’m glad of it.”

      Plumpuff meowed plaintively before she could ask exactly why he was glad about her giving him ultimatums.

      “Very true,” he said past Hetta’s shoulder to the cat. “I should transport you and your offspring somewhere better suited to your dignity.”

      Hetta sighed, not as reassured as she’d like to be. “And I’d better go and make sure Caro isn’t intending to announce the lord’s scandalous affair with the steward to all and sundry.” She had mixed feelings about keeping their relationship under wraps. It was certainly nice to avoid the storm of judgement and scandal while everything was still so new and uncertain. But it couldn’t go on like this forever, and part of her already chafed at hiding what she felt.

      “Thank you,” he said solemnly.

      “Don’t thank me yet, because you get to talk to Jack.” Hetta had a fair idea of her own temper. Wyn was much less likely to burn her cousin’s hair off, and, more importantly, much more likely to talk him round than she was.

      His mouth twitched. “Very well. I will talk to Jack.”
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      When Wyn finally left Hetta, Jack had gone to bed. Wyn frowned at his door, annoyed more with himself than its occupant. The house was quietening, at least half of the Valstars having followed Jack’s suit. The other half consisted of mainly the teenage set, who were over-excited by the presence of so many of their relations and likely would not be done till the wee hours.

      What, precisely, was he hoping to achieve here? ‘Here’ in the metaphorical rather than literal sense, for it was clear he wouldn’t be seeing Jack until morning. On the brighter side, that meant Jack had calmed down enough to sleep on it, and a calm Jack was unlikely to tell anyone what he’d seen without speaking to Wyn first. Indirect action wasn’t in Jack’s nature unless he was in a towering rage. It was one of the things Wyn liked about Jonathan Langley-Valstar, even if the fae would count that as a weakness.

      On the less bright side…he set his shoulders against the wall, folded his arms, and brooded down at the hallway runner, trying to map out possibilities and consequences. He didn’t want to leave Stariel, or Hetta, but the fae didn’t forget debts, and now they knew Wyn’s location there was no chance they’d let the matter rest. King Aeros would be weaving some plan to make his errant son pay the price of his broken oath. Probably in blood. But exactly how would his father choose to strike, now that Hetta’s lordship had secured Stariel’s borders? And most importantly, when? The revocation of the Iron Law might have made Wyn somewhat lower on his father’s list of priorities—or the reverse. Wyn swallowed. He hoped it wasn’t the reverse.

      Surely he would have until after Wintersol, at least? That would give him time to tie off the worst loose ends: employing the new housekeeper, securing the bank loan. And he was sure between them he and Hetta could cajole her cousins into keeping what they’d seen to themselves until then. When—if—he had to leave, he didn’t want Hetta to have to face a storm of scandal alone. The cold in him deepened, as if his heart were keeping time with the night.

      A tiny, insubstantial sound at the other end of the hallway drew him from his strategising. Wyn stiffened but didn’t otherwise give any sign he’d heard it, his senses telling him it was another brownie without the need to turn and look. Was it watching him specifically, or just exploring its new territory? He made a mental note both to make sure the pantry was secure—the little creatures loved to steal food—and to remember to put out milk for them now that they had the run of the house.

      He waited. After a few seconds, he felt the tiny flicker of the lowfae’s presence move
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