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The marble floor bit into my knees. Cold as winter frost. Each breath sent sharp pains through my ribs where the guards had shoved me down. But I kept my chin up. If I was going to die today, I’d do it with some bloody dignity.

“Isibéal of the Autumn Court.” Morrigan’s words echoed through the chamber. Each syllable dropped like stones into still water. “You stand accused of betraying your goddess, your court, and your sacred oath.”

Right. Here we go then.

Around the circular chamber, hundreds of fae watched from tiered galleries. Their faces blurred together in the torchlight. I could feel their hunger for my downfall. Like heat from a forge.

I’d served Morrigan for three centuries. Three hundred years of carrying out her will without question. Being her right hand when she needed something done. And it had all come down to one moment of conscience.

“Have you anything to say in your defence?” Morrigan’s ravens perched on the arms of her obsidian throne. Their black eyes fixed on me with the same cruel intelligence as their mistress.

“No, my lady.” The words scraped my throat raw.

What was the point? She knew what I’d done and why. A murmur rippled through the galleries. They’d expected me to grovel. To beg for mercy or claim innocence. But we both knew I’d made my choice when I warned Finn MacCumhaill that Morrigan planned to have him killed. The fact that he’d managed to escape into the human world before her assassins reached him was all the evidence she needed.

Morrigan rose from her throne. Her black gown flowed around her like spilled ink. The ravens spread their wings and cawed, a harsh sound that made several courtiers flinch.

“For three centuries, you have been my most trusted servant. I raised you from nothing. Gave you power beyond your birth. Made you feared and respected throughout the courts.”

Each word was true. That made it worse. I’d been nobody before Morrigan took notice of me. The bastard daughter of a minor lord with just enough magic to be useful but not enough to matter. She’d seen something in me that no one else had bothered to look for.

“And this is how you repay my generosity. By betraying me for a man who means nothing to you.”

She stopped directly in front of me. Close enough that I could smell the iron and blood that always clung to her.

“He was innocent.” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

Morrigan laughed. The sound sharp as splintered glass. “Innocent? He defied a direct order from his goddess. That is treason. And the penalty for treason is death.”

“He refused to murder children. That’s not treason. That’s decency.”

The slap sent me sprawling across the marble. My cheek burned where her hand had connected. But I dragged myself back to my knees. The taste of blood filled my mouth.

“You dare lecture me about morality? You, who have killed for me without hesitation? How many innocents have died by your hand in my service?”

Too many. The ghosts of my victims crowded at the edges of my vision. But I forced myself to meet her gaze. “I know what I am. But I couldn’t stand by and watch you slaughter an entire village because one man wouldn’t follow orders.”

“Then you are weak.” Morrigan turned her back on me. Walked towards her throne. “And weakness cannot be tolerated.”

The formal pronouncement would come next. I braced myself for the words that would seal my fate. Death would be swift, at least. A blade between the ribs or a curse to stop my heart. After three centuries of serving the goddess of war and death, I knew all the ways it could end.

“Isibéal of the Autumn Court, I strip you of your rank, your magic, and your place among the fae. But death would be a mercy you do not deserve.”

Wait. That wasn’t right. My head snapped up. Confusion cut through the resignation I’d wrapped around myself like armour.

“Instead, you will live with the consequences of your choice. You will be exiled to the mortal realm. Where you will exist as they do. Weak, powerless, and forgotten.”

Horror crashed over me like a cold wave. Exile. Not death, but something infinitely worse. To be cut off from the Otherworld. From everything that made me who I was. And thrown into the human realm like refuse.

“No.” The word tore from my throat. “Please, my lady. Just kill me. I’ll take whatever death you choose, but don’t —”

“The sentence is passed.” Morrigan’s ravens cawed in triumph. “You will live among the mortals until the end of your days. Stripped of your immortality. Reduced to barely more than human yourself. And when you finally die, your soul will not return to the Otherworld. You will cease to exist.”

Bloody hell. The full weight of the punishment hit me like a falling tree. Not just exile, but erasure. My immortality ripped away. My very existence finite now. And when it ended, there would be nothing left of me anywhere.

“Take her to the crossing point,” Morrigan commanded.

Hands grabbed my arms. Hauled me to my feet. The guards dragged me from the chamber while the court watched in silence. A few faces showed pity. But most displayed satisfaction. They’d enjoyed watching the mighty fall.

The journey to the crossing point passed in a haze of shock and pain. I’d heard of exile before. Whispered about in dark corners. But I’d never seen it carried out. The condemned usually chose death instead.

The crossing point stood in a grove of ancient oaks. Their branches twisted into unnatural shapes by centuries of magic. Between their trunks, reality grew thin. On the other side lay the mortal world. A realm I’d visited before but never truly understood.

The lead guard shoved me towards the shimmering air between the trees. “Any last words for your goddess?”

I turned back towards the palace. Though I couldn’t see it through the forest. Somewhere in that distant throne room, Morrigan sat surrounded by her court. Already planning her next move. The woman who had been everything to me. Mother, mentor, commander. She’d just condemned me to a fate worse than death.

“Tell her I regret nothing,” I said.

The guard nodded. Gestured towards the crossing. “Off you go, then.”

I stepped forward into the shimmering air. Magic wrapped around me with crushing force. Squeezing until I couldn’t breathe. My power — what little remained after Morrigan stripped most of it away — felt like a guttering candle flame in a hurricane.

The world twisted. Colours bled together. Sounds became meaningless noise. Gravity seemed to forget which way was down. My body scattered and was roughly reassembled.

Then solid ground slammed into me. Hard enough to drive the air from my lungs.

I lay on damp grass. Gasping like a landed fish. Every muscle in my body screamed protest. My magic felt like a distant echo of what it had been. But I was alive. Unfortunately.

I pushed myself up. Looked around. I’d landed in some sort of park. Surrounded by trees that looked almost normal compared to the twisted oaks of the crossing point. A few metres away, a paved path wound between flower beds. They were turning brown with autumn’s approach.

The air tasted wrong. Thick with smoke and metal and things I couldn’t identify. This was the mortal realm. Where everything lived and died in the space of heartbeats. Where magic was so thin you could barely sense it.

In the distance, buildings rose against an overcast sky. Not the soaring spires of the Otherworld. Just blocky human constructions of brick and concrete. Somewhere in that maze of streets and houses, I was supposed to make a life for myself.

Without magic. Without immortality. Without anything that had made me who I was.

I tried to call up my power. To wrap myself in the glamour that would make humans see what I wanted them to see. A pathetic flicker answered. Like trying to light a fire with damp kindling. Enough to convince a mortal that I belonged here, perhaps. But nothing more.

A sign near the path caught my attention. Castle Park, Colchester. The letters meant nothing to me. But somewhere in the tattered remains of my knowledge, I remembered that this was one of the oldest settlements in this realm. A place where humans had built on top of older human ruins. Layer upon layer of history soaked into the ground.

Perfect. An ancient place for an exile with nowhere else to go.

I climbed to my feet on shaking legs. Started walking towards the town. My courtly gown drew stares from the few mortals I passed. But they seemed to accept the explanation my failing glamour whispered into their minds. Just another eccentric woman in unusual clothes.

The buildings grew closer together as I walked. Old mixing with new in ways that hurt to look at. Shops selling strange goods lined streets that curved around structures I couldn’t identify. Everything was too loud. Too bright. Too immediate after the timeless halls of the Otherworld.

And underneath it all, I could sense the faint traces of older power. This place had been important once. Though the humans who lived here now seemed oblivious to what lay beneath their feet.

My legs gave out as I reached what looked like the town centre. I collapsed onto a bench beside some official-looking building I couldn’t identify. Around me, mortals hurried past on their incomprehensible business, none of them sparing a glance for the exiled fae dying on their bench.

This was my new existence. No palace, no servants, no purpose beyond simple survival. Morrigan had been right. Death would have been a mercy.

But as I sat there in the growing dusk, something unexpected stirred in my chest. Not hope — I wasn’t that foolish. But a stubborn determination that had kept me alive through three centuries of serving the goddess of war.

I’d made my choice in that throne room. Saved Finn and his village at the cost of everything I’d ever known. And if this was the price of that choice, then I’d find a way to pay it.

Even if it killed me.
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I woke to the sound of something that might have been a dragon having its throat cut, but turned out to be traffic. My back screamed from sleeping rough on the bench, and my court gown had picked up several interesting stains during the night. The damp October air cut through the silk like it was made of cobwebs.

Right. Still exiled. Still powerless. Still stuck in this bloody realm where everything smelt of petrol and misery.

A few early morning humans hurried past, wrapped in practical coats and clutching steaming cups. They threw me the sort of looks reserved for the local nutter — which wasn’t inaccurate. My glamour had worn off sometime during the night, leaving me looking like what I was. A woman in expensive fancy dress who’d spent the night sleeping rough in a public park.

My stomach cramped with hunger. A sensation I hadn’t experienced in centuries. Immortal fae didn’t need food the way mortals did, but exile had stripped me of that convenience along with everything else useful.

The problem was obvious. I had no money, no identification, and no earthly idea how human society worked beyond the glimpses I’d caught during brief missions to this realm. Those had always been quick affairs. Slip in, complete the task, slip out again before anyone noticed. I’d never bothered learning how people lived their day-to-day lives.

A mistake that was coming back to bite me on the arse.

I stood up from the bench, my joints protesting like rusty hinges. Several humans walking their dogs gave me a wide berth, assuming I was dangerous or drunk. Both seemed like reasonable assumptions.

The town centre sprawled around me. Old and new buildings mixed together. Some looked ancient enough to have been here when the Romans tramped through. Others were recent additions in materials that hurt to look at. Shop windows displayed goods I couldn’t identify, their purposes as mysterious as their prices.

But I needed food. And that meant money. And that meant using what little magic I had left to acquire some. Not stealing. More like convincing someone to be generous. The distinction mattered to what remained of my conscience.

I picked my way through the early morning crowds towards what looked like a shopping area. The buildings here were older. Their frontages painted in cheerful colours that did nothing to hide the underlying grimness of the place. Signs proclaimed various businesses. Newsagents. Charity shops. Something called a Greggs that seemed to involve pastry.

My target presented herself outside a cash machine. A middle-aged woman in a sensible coat. Checking her purse with the satisfied expression of someone who’d just withdrawn money for the week’s shopping.

I approached her with the remnants of my glamour wrapped around me like a threadbare cloak. The magic felt thin and uncertain. But it would have to do.

“Excuse me. I’m terribly sorry to bother you, but I’ve lost my handbag and I’m trying to get home. Could you possibly spare a few pounds for bus fare?”

The woman looked me up and down. Taking in the court gown and wondering what sort of fancy dress party I’d escaped from. My glamour nudged at her mind. Suggesting that my story made perfect sense and that helping me was the right thing to do.

“Oh, you poor thing. Here, take this. I hope you get home safely.”

She pressed a twenty-pound note into my hand. Hurried off feeling virtuous about her good deed. The magic snapped back into me with stinging force, leaving me shaky and confused. Exile had made my power unreliable. Sometimes it flowed, sometimes it guttered like a dying candle.

But it was enough for now. I made my way to the nearest shop. A small supermarket that seemed to cater to people in a hurry. The automatic doors slid open with a soft hiss that made me flinch. I stepped into a fluorescent-lit maze of shelves and advertising.

The sheer quantity of choice was overwhelming. Dozens of different types of bread. Enough varieties of milk to stock a small farm. Section after section of packaged goods in materials that hadn’t existed when I was last in the mortal realm. I grabbed a basket. Began filling it with things that looked edible. Bread. Cheese. Apples. A bottle of water that cost more than seemed reasonable.

The checkout process proved nearly as mystifying as the shopping itself. The young man behind the till scanned each item with a device that beeped. Then announced a total that bore no resemblance to the prices I’d seen on the shelves. I handed over my twenty-pound note. Received a handful of coins in return, plus a long strip of paper covered in numbers.

“Cheers,” the cashier said. Already looking past me to the next customer.

I stepped back outside into the morning air. Clutched my plastic bag of provisions. The bread was soft and sweet. Nothing like the dense loaves I remembered from previous visits to this realm. The apple tasted of water and sugar. Bred for appearance rather than flavour. But it was food. And it filled the empty space in my stomach.

Now for shelter. My court gown might be suitable for an audience with a goddess. But it wasn’t practical for life on the streets of a human town. I needed clothes. Somewhere to sleep. And some way of blending in with the local population. All of which required more money than I had.

I was contemplating another round of magical begging when I spotted something that made my blood freeze.

A man in a dark coat stood across the street. Watching me with eyes that held too much intelligence for a human. Even at this distance, I could sense the otherness that clung to him. Not fae. Something else. Something that didn’t belong in this realm any more than I did.

Our eyes met for a moment. His mouth curved in a smile that held no warmth. Then he turned and melted into the crowd of morning shoppers. Left me standing on the pavement with my heart hammering against my ribs.

I wasn’t the only exile in this town. And whoever my watcher was, he wasn’t pleased to see me.

The smart thing would be to find somewhere safe and keep my head down until I understood what I was dealing with. The problem was that ‘somewhere safe’ required resources I didn’t have, and my options were running out fast.

I ducked into an alleyway between two shops, pressing my back against the brick wall while I tried to think. The remnants of my magic flickered like a dying candle, barely enough to maintain the illusion that I belonged here. If I had to defend myself against another exile, I’d be about as useful as a chocolate teapot.

But luck, it turned out, was about to change direction.
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Footsteps echoed from the mouth of the alley. I tensed, ready to run or fight despite knowing both options were useless. But the figure that appeared was human — a young woman with short dark hair and clothes that looked like they’d come from several different charity shops.

“You look like you’ve had a rough night,” she said, studying my bedraggled appearance.

There was something about her that set her apart from other humans I’d encountered. She looked at me like she was seeing more than just another rough sleeper in a fancy dress.

I straightened up, trying to summon some dignity. “I’m fine, thank you.”

“Course you are. That’s why you’re hiding in an alley looking like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.” She stepped closer, and I caught the scent of incense and something earthy that reminded me of home. “I’m Ashe. I work at the New Age shop round the corner.”

“Isabella.” The name slipped out before I could think of something less distinctive.

“Right then, Isabella. When did you last have a proper meal? And I don’t mean whatever you’ve got in that bag.”

My stomach chose that moment to growl, betraying my attempt at nonchalance. Ashe grinned, the expression transforming her face from merely pretty to warm.

“Thought so. Come on, there’s a café down the road that does a decent breakfast. My treat.”

I should have refused. Getting involved with humans was dangerous, especially when I had no idea what other supernatural nasties might be lurking around Colchester. But I was tired, hungry, and running on fumes both magical and physical.

“That’s really nice of you,” I said. “But I can’t just —”

“None of that. You look like you need help, and I’ve got a few quid to spare.” Ashe gestured towards the mouth of the alley. “Besides, something tells me you’re not local. We get all sorts through here, but most of them don’t turn up in ballgowns.”

We emerged from the alley together, and I found myself relaxing despite the circumstances. Ashe kept up a steady stream of chatter as we walked, pointing out local landmarks and offering commentary on the other pedestrians. She had the sort of natural warmth that made people want to tell her their secrets, which explained why she’d approached a stranger lurking in an alleyway.

The café turned out to be a small, steamy place that smelled of bacon grease and strong tea. Ashe found us a table near the window and ordered what she called a “full English” for both of us, despite my protests about the expense.

“So,” she said once the waitress had brought our tea, “what’s your story then? And don’t tell me you’re fine again, because people who are fine don’t sleep rough in designer frocks.”

I wrapped my hands around the mug, letting the warmth seep into my fingers while I tried to think of a plausible lie. The truth was obviously out of the question, but I needed something that would explain my circumstances without raising too many awkward questions.

“I’ve had a falling out with my family,” I said finally. “Pretty spectacular, actually. They’ve cut me off without a penny.”

It wasn’t false. Morrigan had been more than a goddess to me — she’d been family, mentor, everything that mattered. And she’d cut me off in the most literal sense possible.

Ashe nodded. “Families can be right bastards sometimes. Mine threw me out when I was sixteen for dating the wrong sort of girl. Took me years to get back on my feet.”

The food arrived before I could respond — plates piled high with eggs, bacon, sausages, beans, and other items I couldn’t identify. It was enough to feed a small army, and the smell made my mouth water despite the grease that seemed to coat everything.

“Tuck in,” Ashe said, attacking her own plate with enthusiasm. “You look like you could use the calories.”

I took a tentative bite of something that might have been black pudding. It was rich and savoury, nothing like the delicate dishes served in the Otherworld, but satisfying in a way that surprised me.

“Better?” Ashe asked, watching me eat.

“Much.” I paused between bites, studying her face. There was something about her that nagged at the edges of my consciousness, some quality that set her apart
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