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For the ones who smile even when they’re hurting





Content Warnings

This book contains themes and scenes that some readers may find distressing, including:


	Death, violence, blood and murder.

	Prejudice and discrimination.

	Trauma related to medical experiences, including fear of death, medication side effects, medication shortage, and harmful behaviour from loved ones.

	Ableism.

	A morally complex, villainous love interest.

	Explicit sexual content.







1


[image: ]

SUNSHINE. SEA AIR. The fresh scent of peppermint as I harvest its leaves from within the safety of our garden walls. Life is good.

Except, that is, for the part where I’m slowly but surely dying.

No pity, please.

It’s just a fact of nature, like the tides or the start of spring, which is happening all around me, clear in the nodding hellebore blooms and the buds stuffed full of furled petals on the cusp of bursting open.

Besides, it’s not as though I’ll die today or tomorrow. This creeping sickness has been my companion for a long time, and deep in my aching bones, I know it’s winning. I hold on from a sort of cheerful stubbornness, but it would take a miracle for me to get well.

In fact, tomorrow marks what I call the tipping point. The moment when I go from having been healthy for more years of my life than I’ve been ill to … well, the opposite.

Happy thirty-third birthday, Rhiannon.

I dislodge a weed and throw it over the wall that surrounds my family’s cottage. The sun warms my skin, white winter honeysuckle scents the air with lemony sweetness, and these small pleasures are reason enough to smile. With a little luck, we’ll have a good crop of peas in the summer, with a surplus for drying, and tonight we’ll eat leafy chard alongside the catch my father will bring home.

With a nod, I throw another spindly weed into the wind.

Beyond the wall, the sea roars against the cliffs encircling our home. Every so often a great wave hits, and I swear I feel it vibrating through the ground I’m sitting on. I once read a book that said the sea eroded headlands over time, forming natural archways like the one leading to our cottage on its rock. The sea just might be more determined than I am.

I drag myself to my feet, using the drystone wall for support, careful not to dislodge any of the rocks, even though my head spins. The sea stretches before me, wide, endless, churning blue-grey and capped with white waves. Down in the bay, a small boat approaches the village docks. A quick squint confirms it – yes, my father’s.

But my head doesn’t stop spinning. Long seconds open up between heartbeats, feeling like eons.

‘Oh, shit.’ Another episode.

I clutch the trug of mint and set my gaze on the glinting hatchet Pa uses to cut firewood, sitting on a log by the oak door of our little stone cottage. Eyes fixed, I focus the rest of my being on placing one foot in front of the other in front of the other. I need to get inside. Walking should be a simple thing, but I weave and stumble.

Still, as I make it inside, I spread a smile on my face for my mother – my annem – even though my vision narrows to the kettle that’s already on the stove.

‘You look pale, sweetheart.’ Her voice cuts through the fogginess following me. ‘Did you take your pills this morning?’ The bottle of red tablets rattles – I guess she’s shaking it, but I’m too focused on the kettle to turn and look.

The pills leave a bitter taste in my mouth, but the medicine keeps me alive, so each morning, I swallow it down gratefully.

Nodding, I grope for a cup. ‘Tea.’ It clatters on the side as the world dims, forcing me to catch the counter top.

‘Oh, Annon!’ Annem rushes in and takes over, ushering me to a chair at the worn old table before pouring me a tea. ‘You should’ve said you weren’t feeling well. I could’ve done that.’

‘I’m fine.’ I smile up at her as I fish for the deep blue bottle I keep in my pocket and unscrew the lid, revealing a tiny scoop. ‘You already do enough.’

When I first started taking it, I’d told her it was just a mixture of herbs to give me energy. Technically, that is true. But the main ingredient in the powder I carefully measure out and stir into my tea is belladonna leaves. Grown in the garden and dried in the rafters of my attic bedroom, then crushed and sifted.

The tea scalds my mouth, but I gulp it down, and soon the belladonna numbs my tongue.

Poisonous – deadly, if you take too much – but just the right dose …

Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum.

My heart surges; no more long gaps between each beat. A fresh wave of dizziness washes over me, but this is more akin to giddy excitement than my body slowly shutting down. It warms me, spreading, thrilling, and I feel like laughing for no reason at all.

The world opens back up, with bright sunlight spilling through the kitchen windows and the door I’ve left open. Gulls wheel outside, their cries jarring but lively.

Annem bumps the back door shut with the basket of washing on her hip, giving me a worried look as she rubs her head. ‘Are you sure—?’

‘You’ve got a headache?’ After another beat of my body and brain catching up, I’m on my feet, dizziness fading as I grab the jar of willow bark from the shelf. I harvested it earlier in the month from the stalks we keep coppiced in one corner of the garden. Along with our apple tree, they’re the only things that grow straight around here – all the shrubs and trees clinging to this rock and the rest of the coast are stunted and bent, whipped into submission by the sea wind and salty air.

‘Don’t you worry about me.’ She shakes her head with a faint laugh, though this light shows new lines in her deep olive-brown skin and she wrings her hands before easing me back into my seat. ‘That’s my job, especially when you work too hard in that garden.’

She fusses around me until it’s clear I’m not about to collapse and comments that I’m looking a healthier colour – thank you, belladonna – before finally taking the basket of washing outside.

Only once I’m alone do I let myself slump over the table. When I read about belladonna years ago, I’d noted that it could increase the heart rate and thought it could be a solution for my fainting spells. I’d written down all the information I could find about it and started an experiment to find an effective dose – cautiously, of course, since its other name, deadly nightshade, is no exaggeration.

I was careful, so I hadn’t been too concerned. But that was when I’d only taken it once every couple of weeks.

Now I need it every other day. And despite my search, none of the books have told me anything about the long-term effects or whether it can accumulate in the system, a slow creeping death.

Just as I tuck away the blue bottle, the door flies open and in sweeps my brother. Tall and dark-haired, he takes after Annem, while my hair is blond like Pa’s. He pants, beaming at me as though he’s run all the way across the stone arch, between the spiky gorse bushes that line the path and through the garden gate.

‘I’ve got something for you,’ he huffs like he can’t wait to get the words out.

I sit up. He promised to bring me another book borrowed from his employer’s library, so I can add to my notes.

If anyone asks, my notebook is a collection of information on medicinal herbs, but there’s another section at the back, compiled from Lowen smuggling me books on anatomy and disease.

Annem and Pa told me there was no cure for my illness, but in all my years of research I still haven’t found a name for it. I’ve written to professors at universities and visited a doctor in the village. Herbalists have examined my tongue and prodded my cheeks. Once I even threw logic to the wind and went to a travelling fortune teller passing through the area. He’d turned over a strange card that showed a woman bound, blindfolded and hemmed in by swords. From that one image, he’d spoken for a long while but explained nothing of my illness. As I tried to leave, wearing a polite smile despite my frustration, he’d grabbed my hand, pointed at a line across my palm and declared I would never find love in this world. Superstition and nonsense – nothing of use.

No one has been able to give me a proper diagnosis. And in that unknown, I guard a tiny flicker of hope.

So I trawl through the medical books Lowen borrows for me, searching for a diagnosis … and a cure.

Everything I discover goes in that notebook, carefully copied out in sharp pencil. It hasn’t saved me yet, and time is running out, but as long as I breathe, there’s a chance.

When Lowen’s caught his breath, he goes on, ‘I know it isn’t your birthday quite yet, but no harm, right?’ His cheeks are flushed, his eyes bright.

Not the book, then. But either the belladonna is still buzzing through my system or his feverish excitement is infectious. Probably both. I can’t help laughing as he checks the door is shut and hurries to the table, carrying something under his jacket.

Gifts could definitely soften the blow of this tipping-point birthday. ‘Do I get to guess what it is that has you so excited?’ I crane to look at him as he circles behind me.

‘’Fraid not. I haven’t had a chance to wrap it, so …’ With one hand, he covers my eyes, and something clunks on to the table, a finality to the sound. ‘Ready?’

The bright world cuts back in, revealing a round mirror. Birds and moths cover its gilded frame, their wings layering over each other and punctuated by pointed spears. The birds have fierce, thick beaks, ruffed throats, and wing feathers like the slash of a blade. Ravens.

It’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. Certainly more beautiful than anything I’ve ever owned … or that he can afford.

‘Lowen. No.’ I shake my head, burning eyes stuck on the mirror even though I want to look up at him. ‘This is too much. You can’t afford something like—’

‘Well …’ There’s a rueful tone to his voice as he takes the seat next to mine, still half bent over the table like he’s also fascinated by the mirror. ‘I didn’t actually buy it.’ He raises his hands as soon as I suck in a breath. ‘And no, I didn’t “acquire” it, either! I found it. I had this urge to go for a walk on the beach. It’s such a nice day – feels like it hasn’t been sunny for months.’

A spike of envy pierces me. I used to love walking along the shore. I’d pull off my shoes and socks and enjoy the crumbly feel of the dry sand beneath my feet, observing how it became more claggy and solid as I approached the lapping waves, until at last it squelched between my toes and the sea came washing in. It’s years since I’ve had the strength to tackle the steep path down to the beach and the village.

But my envy isn’t fair on Lowen. My illness isn’t his fault. And here he is giving me a gift for my birthday.

That’s when it hits me – a pang in my chest that’s nothing to do with my heart rate.

Our brothers had all married by the time they were his age. Yet here he is, twenty-five years old, helping Annem and Pa care for me, where once, as the eldest child, I’d been the one to look after him and the others.

Oh, I’ve been a fool to not see it before. The link. The horrible, inextricable link.

I’ve been blaming other things for years. Our mother’s clinginess. That he hasn’t found someone yet – he’s special, sensitive, artistic, and this town is too small to provide him with the right person.

But really … he stays for me.

The thought steals my breath.

My brother has put his life on hold, refused to live it because of me.

I should be waxing lyrical about this gift. Yet I can’t get a word out through this terrible tightness.

Instead, I fold down my guilt like a neat handkerchief I can hide away and spread my cheerful smile wider.

He seems lost in the mirror, though, and as I tilt my head, I notice how its reflection seems … off.

The mirror is whole and smooth, but it fractures the room around us. It doesn’t show me the ceiling, like it should from this angle, instead I see shards of the kitchen, and in one section, I’m sure I catch a glimpse of an ornate bed made of dark reddish wood and covered in heavy velvet drapes. But when I blink, it’s gone, replaced by the stove.

‘And … you found this on the beach?’

‘What? Hmm? Oh, yes! I had to dig through some seaweed and shells to get to it. It must’ve washed up this morning. I can’t believe it isn’t broken – what luck is that? As soon as I saw it, I just felt that you needed to have it, so I raced back here.’

Part of me understands that I should be concerned by this. Shouldn’t he be at work? But the mirror is here and its wholeness is a little miracle. There isn’t so much as a dent in its frame.

There has to be something special about it. And if that’s possible, then maybe anything is. Maybe even the thing I’ve been working on all these years.

I expect to feel something when I pick the mirror up. A zap, a tingle, a sign that it’s magical or supposed to be mine – that the gods have sent it to give me hope.

But there’s nothing.

I bite back my disappointment, fully aware of how silly it is, and instead I tilt the mirror, searching for my reflection.

I find it. And instantly regret it.

A few years ago, all the mirrors in the house slowly … disappeared. It was so gradual, I didn’t notice until I fainted and knocked my head. When I went to check if I had a cut or bruise, I couldn’t find a single mirror. Annem found me searching, and hustled me into a chair by the window so she could examine me. She’d put witch hazel on the bruise, and that had been that.

Once, I’d been proud of my thick, shiny hair – a little vain about it, to be honest. My skin had been a slightly lighter version of mother’s olive brown, which contrasted with my golden-blond hair and brown eyes. Some said I was beautiful, others that I was exotic, which always made me roll my eyes.

But the woman whose fractured reflection looks back at me is none of those things.

Flat, dull hair has been tied into a neat braid, fastened with a bow, but the braid is much thinner than it once was. Purplish hollows beneath her eyes contrast with the pale, sallow skin clinging to her gaunt cheeks. The only colour is the lurid pink flush from the belladonna, but even that looks unnatural, like I’m a child who’s found her mother’s rouge.

I almost don’t believe it’s me, but when I swallow, her throat bobs.

No wonder Annem hid all the mirrors.

I’ve felt the changes. The eroding of my body. The coarseness of my hair. The sharpness of my cheekbones. But seeing it spelled out in a looking glass is a different matter entirely.

But if this one survived the sea, perhaps there is some magic to it. Fae are no mere legends – they are real and negotiated with our queen not so long ago. I’ve heard of magic mirrors and some say they’re not just stories, but ways to speak to ancient fae in distant realms. What kind of wisdom might such a creature have? What knowledge of the world – of medicine? What cures might they possess?

Then I could walk down to the beach and the village. I could meet the friends Lowen tells me about. I could be the woman I once was.

I could have a life.

It’s tissue-paper-thin hope. But that’s better than none at all.

The woman in the mirror smiles.

I touch the hopeful line of her lips, then hug the mirror to my chest, ignoring the way the spears prick through my dress. ‘Thank you, Lowen. This is … it’s truly special.’

He blinks up, brow creasing as he looks at me, then at the mirror in my arms. ‘Oh. Right. Yes. Your gift.’ He shakes his head as though shaking off a rogue thought and kisses my temple. ‘Nothing’s too special for my big sister.’

‘You need to put that sweet-talking to use.’ I ruffle his hair, this close to reminding him that he should be married and in a home of his own by now – living his life rather than stuck here with me.

‘Though …’ Leaving the mirror on the table, I rise and start towards the cabinet of medicinal herbs I keep separate from the cooking ones. ‘I wouldn’t mind if you did me a favour and took these to Mrs Davy down in the village. Annem mentioned her new baby was colicky and that she was still sore after the birth.’ I pluck out two small jars and press them into Lowen’s hands. ‘Lemon balm, vervain, and chamomile tincture for the baby – one drop under the tongue before he feeds. Chamomile and daisy tea for mother. Oh, and putting a rolled blanket under the baby’s feet when he’s sleeping will help. At least that’s what I read somewhere.’

His eyes twinkle with amusement as he looks up from the jars. ‘Of course you did. But you’re in luck. I’m actually going back down to the pub tonight.’ The corner of his mouth quirks as he looks away. ‘I can drop these off on my way.’

That secret smile. Maybe there is hope for him. ‘You know …’ I nudge my hip into his. ‘If you wanted to take some flowers with you, I’m more than happy to make a bouquet from the garden.’

His head snaps around. ‘Flowers? Why would I want to take flowers to Mrs Davy? Her husband would clobber me.’

‘Not for her. For whoever it is that makes you smile like that.’

He pales, sucking in a quick breath as his gaze skims away again.

So he does have a sweetheart but is shy about it still. ‘I won’t pry. But whenever you’re ready to talk about this mystery person, I’ll be right here. It’s not like I go anywhere else.’ I grin as I lift my shoulders.

Pulling a face as though it pains him, he half laughs. ‘This isn’t for ever, Annon.’

I pat his jaw, which has turned stiff with this suddenly grave expression that doesn’t suit him at all. ‘I know.’

He means I’ll get better. I mean I won’t be here for ever thanks to the whole business of dying. But my gaze slides over to the mirror sitting on the table.

The mirror that shouldn’t exist. That shouldn’t be whole. But that maybe, just maybe heralds something more.
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I DON’T KNOW where I am. In these dreams the location is always different and never somewhere I know from real life.

There’s a lake, flat and black. The air is too misty for any reflection. I can barely see the trees stretching upward, black and leafless in the depths of winter. The caw of crows cuts through the thick silence, the sound passing overhead, but they’re shrouded in mist.

One thing that remains the same each time is here, though.

A dark figure lurks at the lake’s edge.

Every hair on my body strains to attention. I know who he is, though he’s never spoken, never mind told me his name.

It’s the kind of thing you just know in your bones, and his name is an aching voice in mine.

Death.

I’ve dreamt about him for years. He started off far, far away, but over time he’s come closer.

Normally he’s little more than a shadow, but now he seems solid and is perhaps twenty feet from where I stand.

The closest he’s ever been.

Cold closes around me. I want to turn and run.

But there’s something else in me, too. A warring want that draws me to him.

I never move in these dreams, but maybe one day I will run towards him.

Maybe now.

Just as I gather myself, there’s a whispered voice in my ear.

‘The hour is near.’

Gasping, I wake to firelight and a warm touch on my brow.

‘Oh dear,’ Pa chuckles, pulling back from kissing my forehead. ‘Didn’t mean to wake you.’ He crouches and tucks the blanket around my lap.

I rub my face, trying to clear the cold fog from my dream and the scattered lines of an old nursery rhyme from my head.

Death upon the water …

The fire helps, as does Pa’s familiar scent. He smells of the sea, salty and fresh, mixed with the soap he always uses before coming home so he doesn’t bring the stink of fish guts into the house. ‘You’re back. How long have I been asleep?’

‘Not sure how long, but aye, I’m home, safe and sound,’ he says with a reassuring smile.

That isn’t a given in his line of work. Annem had begun to tell me that once, before I was born, his boat had almost gone down in a storm, but Pa had arrived home, cutting her story short. ‘Speaking of it tempts her back,’ he’d said in the sternest voice I’ve ever heard him use, and I heard nothing more about the storm that had nearly taken him away.

He never admitted it, but I know he was afraid of her – not Annem, another storm. He even went to the trouble of moving us to the other side of the country, which I suspected was to escape the memories.

I shove down the worries and give him a bright smile. ‘Good catch?’

‘Fish caught, gutted and sold. I’ll help your ma with a few jobs, then you can tell me about your day.’

‘I can’t wait to tell you about the dragon I battled,’ I call as he turns away.

He pauses there, back to me, the stillness strange in a man who is always busy, always working on the boat or around our home. Then he heads to Annem in their bedroom at the back of the house.

As the grogginess of sleep fades, my fingers close around a clothbound cover. Lowen had indeed brought me the book he’d promised, and I’d fallen asleep going over it and adding to my notes.

I smooth my hand over the cover of Causes of Diseases Investigated by Anatomy and peer next to the armchair. I must’ve knocked my notebook to the floor as I slept. But there’s no sign of it. I feel down the side of the cushions – perhaps Pa tucked it down there with the blanket. Nothing.

Stiff, I heave to my feet, pull the cushions off the chair, and search all around it. In case it’s been tidied away, I check Pa’s basket of nets that need repairing – the work we’ll do by the fire this evening. Frowning, I spread my search further, circling the living space, glancing through the kitchen door, in case Annem picked it up and left it on the table. Through the window, Lowen stands at the garden wall working on something.

I call towards the back room, asking if Annem has seen it.

As I wait for a reply, my stomach knots at the thought of her flicking through the pages. I keep quiet about how much I long for the days before I was ill – I don’t want my parents to feel bad for my sake. She worries about me, and he … sometimes I get the impression he feels guilty like it’s all his fault. I don’t want them to know about the pain I’m in most days or quite how often I have the dizzy spells. I don’t want them to think I suffer. And I really don’t want them to know it’s so bad that even after all these years, I still search for a cure.

Only Lowen understands.

No reply from Annem, but as I continue my search, footsteps approach from their room.

‘I can’t find it anywhere,’ I call, returning to the armchair. I must’ve missed it. Maybe it fell underneath and—

I stop in my tracks. I blink, swaying.

There’s something in the fireplace. Not a log. A flat oblong shape. Blackened. Flames leaping around it.

I lean on the mantelpiece, eyes burning as I stare and hope, hope, hope that I’m wrong. With the poker, I try to hook the object out of the fire, but the blackened shape flakes into ash. I drop to my knees, joints crying out.

One fragment comes out whole, landing on the sandstone hearth with its edges still glowing orange.

The spine of a book bound in green leather. An inch wide. No title or author name, just a single hellebore flower embossed and painted black.

My notebook.

A small sound escapes me. Not quite ‘No.’

All that work. All these years. All those books borrowed from locals, from market towns inland when I was well enough to travel, from folk passing through the village. Observations from my own experiments with belladonna and foxgloves, willow and witch hazel. Speculation about how my illness is like one aspect of this disease but shares symptoms with this other, unrelated one.

All of it.

Ashes.

I stare. I blink. I wish it into something else – anything else. I need this not to be real.

Brown leather boots edge into view. ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ Pa sighs.

He isn’t surprised. He did it or he knew about it and did nothing.

I choke on the shock. The betrayal. The crushing pain at the thought he could do this to me. His own daughter.

‘You know there’s no cure.’ There’s this gruff edge to his voice that scrapes my skin, my insides, leaving me raw. ‘You’re only torturing yourself.’

My heart tightens like a fist. Isn’t it my business if I want to torture myself?

I’d take torture by hope over torture by despair any day. My hand shakes, fingers straining around the poker’s handle.

For a moment, it’s as though I’m the fire. And the heat of it terrifies me.

I want to explode. That dreadful potential quivers inside me, battling the stillness I try to cling on to.

I’m dimly aware of Annem’s soft footsteps approaching. ‘Your father’s right.’

They did this. Together. Planned it, perhaps.

They looked through the pages I’d written. Understood my hopes. Saw what I’d been working for all this time.

I can’t speak. There are too many things that are too big trying to get out through my throat.

All I can do is stare.

The fragmented pages twitch, settling and merging with the logs and kindling as the fire consumes them. It leaps as the back door opens, but my chest remains a clenched, hard thing, unable to unlock itself.

‘What’s going—?’ Lowen gasps as his steps get closer. ‘What happened?’ I think he sees my frozen face, the tears gathering in my eyes and there’s a shuffle as he turns to our father. ‘Pa? Did you do this?’ A harsh note of accusation cuts through his usually warm tone.

It cuts through me.

‘Watch how you talk to your pa, lad,’ our father says.

I kept the book’s contents secret to protect my family from my pain. I don’t want them arguing over it or me.

They’re my whole world, and I know my illness binds them all to this house – someone always has to be here to keep an eye on me. But I can’t be a raincloud making them miserable, too.

As the fire consumes the last of my notebook, I stamp down the fire licking through me.

I will not be a source of strife. Stamp.

I can’t be angry at them. Stamp.

I can’t bear to see them angry at each other. Not when I owe them everything. Stamp, stamp.

Soon all that’s left is the burning in my eyes as I drag in a breath.

‘Or was it you?’ Lowen goes on, turning to our mother. ‘Why would you—?’

‘It’s fine.’ I tear myself away from the fire and force a smile in place.

His eyes go round as he stares at me for a beat. ‘But don’t you want to know who—?’

‘No. I don’t.’

Desperately, I do.

But I shrug, and it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. ‘It’s fine. Like Pa said, there is no cure. It was silly of me to waste paper writing all those notes.’

Pa’s brow lowers and his mouth flattens, like all the doors in him have shut. When I turn to Annem, she looks away, wringing her hands.

But it’s the stricken look on Lowen’s face that makes my eyes burn harder. He gapes as though I’ve slapped him.

I push myself to my feet, leaning on the poker like a walking stick. ‘I think I’m going to go to bed now.’ The poker clangs as I return it to the stand, and I can’t help thinking of it like a bell tolling for the end of all my work.

So much destroyed in so little time. I try not to curl in on myself. I want to fling myself into the chair and scream that it isn’t fair. The notebook. My illness. Everything.

But it won’t achieve anything besides letting misery win.

Instead, I take a breath, smile and remind myself how lucky I am.

I have a family who love and protect me. With them, I’ll always be cared for. And with them, I have no reason to fear the figure of Death, because he will not find me alone.
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GRIPPING THE BANISTER, I take the first step, hips and knees groaning. I worked too hard in the garden this morning.

Before I can take the next one, Lowen rushes in to help, slipping an arm around my waist and half carrying me up the stairs. Up here are my bedroom and the room he used to share with the rest of our brothers but now has to himself. Halfway up, he murmurs, ‘Are you all right?’

I try to answer, but between focusing on the staircase and wrestling my emotions, I can’t form words.

Below, there’s the sound of Annem and Pa having a low conversation, then the back door opening and closing.

Lowen helps me to bed and pulls up the blankets, frowning. ‘Why didn’t you want to know which one of them did it?’

I shake my head, swallow down the residue of my hurt and anger that are still trying to burst from me like smoke caught in a blocked chimney. ‘Because it doesn’t matter. Whichever one it was, they were protecting me from false hope. I can’t be angry with them for it.’

Can’t.

Shouldn’t.

I shrug and try a half smile that I hope reassures him. ‘And even if I was, it’s not like I’m going to … I don’t know … punish them? It’s like Annem says – blood is thicker than water. Or, in this case, ink.’

That pained look covers his face again, though his shoulders ease a little lower. ‘Is it, though?’

‘Well, it’s keeping you here …’ The guilt twists inside me, rawness upon rawness. I want to tell him to leave – to live. But those words are impossible. Not yet, at least. ‘When you should be heading to the pub, I mean.’ There, that’s easier. And, even better, I seize on a change of subject: ‘Oh, do you have those herbs I gave you?’

He grumbles, patting his pocket as he stands. ‘I do. Just … maybe look after yourself as well as everyone else, eh?’

‘Look, see? Medicine.’ I shake the little brown bottle I keep on the bedside table and drop the straw-coloured tincture under my tongue. Willow bark, valerian and evening primrose. Bitter. Foul-tasting, to be honest. But I give him a grimacing smile as I return the bottle to its home and lie back. ‘I am looking after myself.’

I wave off his worries and ask him to put the window on the latch, so it’s not quite shut. The fresh air feels good, quenching the hot rush that swept through me earlier.

‘Love you, Lowen,’ I call as he reaches the door.

He pauses, turns, gaze on the floor. ‘I know why you always say that when you say goodbye.’

‘Oh?’ I say it lightly, but it is heavy.

‘In case it’s your last chance. You want that to be the final thing you say to me.’

I swallow as the weight grows.

‘But I’ve told you before …’ His dark eyes snap up to meet mine, and the corner of his mouth twitches. ‘If Death comes for you, he’d better run, because I’m coming after you.’

I laugh and wave him off. ‘Poor Death doesn’t stand a chance. Now get to the pub or your friends will be worried about you.’

He grins and shuts the door after him, calling through it, ‘Love you too, Annon.’

That’s when the tincture catches up with me, making my weary body sink into the mattress as I take deep breaths of the green, floral scent of herbs drying in the rafters. The dimming light cradles me as I drift deeper and deeper inside, somewhere between sleep and the waking world.

‘… there are better ways than that.’ Annem’s voice floats along the same currents I drift through.

My body feels far away, but maybe I frown.

‘Do you want her to find out? It will ruin everything.’ That stern voice from my Pa again. Strange to hear him like that when he’s usually so softly spoken.

‘It’s her gift. I’m not so sure—’

‘You agreed to this,’ he cuts her off.

My birthday gift. What have they bought me? Has Annem changed her mind, worried it cost too much? I can sell more of my tinctures and teas. It will be all right, I want to tell her.

‘It’s too late to change things,’ he goes on, sounding more and more distant with each word. ‘It’s too late, no matter what we might …’

The thread of the conversation unravels as I spill over into a deep, dark sleep.

I’m in my room. I never normally dream of places I know in real life, but here we are.

Through the window, I see the garden, but it’s etched in scratchy lines of grey and black, like the images in my borrowed books, but the lines flicker and twitch, unreal. At the wall stands a familiar figure.

I can’t move. My heart clamours in my chest. There is no space for breath. Cold closes in.

The moonlight hits his back, making him a darker silhouette in the dark landscape. A slate-coloured sea twitches behind him, the waves moving in unnatural rhythms.

Slowly, slowly, like ice carving a mountain, he lifts his head. In the shadows of his face, his eyes glow with preternatural light.

Just as that unnerving gaze meets mine, there’s a shriek, and a pale shape crashes into the window. A dark voice speaks right in my ear.

‘Wake up.’

I jolt awake, clutching my chest where my heart pounds like I’ve just taken belladonna. A scraping sound at the window has me turning, expecting to find an owl scratching at the glass.

But there’s nothing, just my window swinging, blown off the latch.

I catch my breath, blinking in the dim light that creeps in from outside.

An owl’s screeches must’ve woken me.

But when my breaths die down, I can hear something in the garden. Movement. Scrabbling.

I pad out of bed, joints looser thanks to the tincture I’ve taken, and go to the window. Dawn threatens in the east, giving me a little light to see by.

A dark shape bends over the wall.

Death. The sight grips me, so I can only stare at the form inside the garden facing out to sea. The figure straightens and I recognize the set of his shoulders. Lowen.

‘Bloody hells,’ I sigh, shaking my head. What the fuck is he doing? I peer through the open window, a chill wind nipping at my cheeks. He bends over the wall again. Must be throwing up.

‘How much have you drunk?’ I mutter as I shut the window. He’s going to wake Annem and Pa at this rate. I grab my dressing gown and slide on my slippers, then as I turn to the door, movement snags on the edge of my vision. A fluttering darkness.

For half a second, I think an owl has actually flown into my room. But, propped up on the side, the mirror looks back at me, empty. Its scattered reflections take a moment to still. As I turned, I must’ve seen my own reflection, rendered strange by its odd surface.

Shaking my head, I hurry downstairs as quickly as I can. I consider grabbing something to help settle Lowen’s stomach, but I need to get him inside first, then I can assess just how bad he is and the best course of treatment.

The chill wind nearly tears the back door from my grasp as I make my way outside. It bites through my nightclothes and slippers, making me grit my teeth.

‘Lowen Archer, you nearly gave me a bloody heart attack.’

It sounds like he’s stopped vomiting, at least. He bends over the wall, arms and shoulders moving like he’s doing … something.

As I draw closer, I catch him muttering but the words are lost on the wind.

‘Come on, let’s get you inside.’

He turns, and I hold out my arms ready to help, but instead of coming towards me, he tosses something on the ground. Thud.

In the darkness, I have to squint at the thing that lands alongside still more dark shapes.

Ignoring me, Lowen turns his back and bends over the wall again. This time he tosses two objects to the side, which clack into the pile he’s created.

Stones. From the wall.

‘Lowen? What’re you doing?’ I come up beside him.

‘Pull it apart,’ he mutters without looking at me, fingers scrabbling into the wall. ‘Let me in.’

As he turns and tosses the stone to one side, I catch sight of the gouge he’s torn through the wall. Swearing softly, I realize he must’ve been here a while – he’s pulled a section down to knee height.

‘Lowen. Hey.’ I touch his shoulder, but it makes no difference. ‘You’re sleepwalking. Come on. Let’s go inside, eh?’ At least I hope that’s all this is. What if he has a fever or some other delirium? My illness isn’t contagious, but if he has the same thing and it’s just taken longer to show in him …

No. Logic. This behaviour isn’t one of my symptoms. He’s gone out drinking, then he’s come home, gone to sleep, and drink has taken him from bed to do whatever this is. We can fix the wall in the morning.

‘Come on, little brother. Time to rest. Let’s—’

He whips around, eyes blank as he pushes his face into mine. ‘Wake up.’

I stumble back, cold gnawing on my bones at hearing the words from my dream.

He bends down and grabs at something in the wall. The scant light catches on metal. Long and thin – a wire that disappears beneath the stones. He strains, pulling on it, letting it bite into his fingers without even a whimper.

‘No, don’t do—’

‘Pull it apart.’ His shoulders strain as he puts his body weight into it. Blood glistens, welling up around the cruel wire.

‘Lowen.’ I tug on his arm, but he’s immovable. There are tendons in his fingers – if he severs them … ‘Please! Stop!’

He doesn’t.

I search for something that can stop him hurting himself more. Pa’s hatchet glints on top of its log. I grab it, the weight unfamiliar, and wedge myself in next to my brother.

If I miss the wire and hit him …

I grit my teeth. Please, gods. Make my aim true. I raise the hatchet.

Damn it. His fingers are in the way.

‘Come on, Lowen. Move over.’ I nudge him, nodding like this is the greatest idea he’s ever had and I’m ever so keen to join in.

He doesn’t even look up.

‘I’m helping.’ Desperation roughens my voice. ‘Move over so I can help you cut the wire.’

He stills. His fingers unfurl, dark blood dripping on to grey stone.

I heave. The hatchet’s blade sparks on the stone. Two ends of wire ping back.

A peal of thunder shakes the air, the ground, my bones.

Lightning shatters the sky.

Thunder then lightning? No. That’s not possible.

I’m the daughter of a fisherman. I’ve grown up by the sea all my life. I know weather. Lightning then thunder. Always.

‘Annon?’ Hunched over the wall, Lowen blinks up at me, cradling his hands to his chest.

‘You’re awake.’ Huffing out my relief, I pat his cheek. ‘Let’s get inside and take a look at you, eh?’ I smile in reassurance and nod, but the aftermath of that impossible thunder still rumbles along my nerves.

As he straightens, he frowns into the distance. ‘What’s that?’

On the horizon, I can barely make out a dark shape. It could be a cloud – it follows the cold wind battering the shore, except …

It moves faster than every other cloud in the sky.

And it’s coming straight towards us.
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‘WHAT HAPPENED?’ PA comes rushing from the house, pale in the gloom, Annem not far behind. A harsh sound escapes him as he sees Lowen’s hands, but when he sees the wall, his whole body lurches.

‘No,’ he says softly, like his voice is broken. ‘No. What have you done?’ A great breath racks his body, and another. ‘Get them inside,’ he growls.

Annem fusses over Lowen and I stand there, watching Pa pick through the remains of the wall.

‘He was trying to—’

‘Get inside!’ he roars, almost as loud as the thunder.

I go still. I tried to stop Lowen destroying his hands. Yet somehow that has upset my father … disappointed him … angered him.

The beat of my heart suddenly feels hollow.

I hover there, wanting to crouch and help, afraid I’ll only make things worse.

Caws pierce the night air – not the usual shriek of gulls.

The dark shape is no longer a smear but a flock of birds – crows or ravens – their flight as swift and true as any arrow aimed at our home.

Annem’s hand closes around my wrist as Pa leaps up, swearing. They bundle me into the house, but I can’t help glancing back.

The ravens – they’re too big to be mere crows – gather into a seething mass, almost at the tufty grass that stands between the garden wall and the cliff edge.

Dozens of black eyes glint between the ferocious flap of wings and snap of thick beaks, then the door slams shut.

While Annem and Pa clatter through cupboards and drawers searching for I don’t know what, I tear a clean cloth in two and wrap it around Lowen’s hands. I find myself peering out the window as I tie the knot.

As one, the ravens swirl and lengthen into a tall form, and from those feathers and shadows steps a man.

My fingers fall still.

A pale face, set hard. Gold eyes fix upon the door to our home. A man – no, not a man, too beautiful, too untouchable, with ears too pointed.

A fae.

He strides forward, long black hair unruffled as the last of the ravens’ wings seem to fold in on themselves, disappearing into the darkness of his tailored coat.

A sound comes from me. Shock. Fear. Denial. It isn’t a word, but it conveys all those things together with the breaking of my understanding of the world and how it works.

My mind stumbles in its attempt to form questions. It certainly finds no answers.

With a calm economy of movement, the fae steps through the gap Lowen made in the wall and approaches the house.

‘There’s a man,’ Lowen blurts. ‘He’s coming. Fae – he’s fae!’

Pa strides past us, brow set in a low line. With shaking hands, he slips something over the door handle and stands back, eyes wide as he waits.

From a ribbon hangs the shape of an eye made of dark, silvery metal, and he holds several more.

My own eyes widen. ‘Is that iron?’ Can’t be – that stuff’s illegal. Only smithies are allowed it and that’s kept under lock and key, then prayed over as it’s worked into steel.

There’s a bang at the door. Once. Twice. Three times. It shakes with the force but remains shut.

‘Fisherman,’ the fae calls, voice cold and clipped. ‘I have come for the bargain that was made.’

Satisfied the door will hold, Pa turns to me and ducks his chin. ‘Aye. It’s iron. It’ll keep the bastard out.’

‘Will it?’ the fae calls with a mocking lilt. ‘Do you dare defy The Morrigan?’

Lowen and I stiffen as one, and I give Pa a questioning look.

Jaw set, he ignores us and joins Annem, circling the ground floor, hanging the charms at each window.

The Morrigan. The goddess who rules fate, war, death. Tales say she takes insult if anyone writes her name without a capital T, and even in my thoughts I give weight to the word The when it comes to her.

I’m not about to add an insulted deity to my troubles.

‘Pa?’ I follow him into the living room. More charms, including one at the front door. Annem has lit the lamps, casting a cheerful golden light around the room that’s at odds with the chill clinging to my skin. ‘A bargain? What’s he talking about?’

He shares a glance with Annem and comes to me, taking my hands between his calloused ones. ‘We only wanted to protect you. You need to remember that.’ His mouth curves slowly, like it hurts to even try to smile.

The way he looks at me, the talk of protection – it makes dread unfurl in my chest, a cold counterpart to the spring flowers outside.

‘How touching.’ The fae stands at the window. ‘But you cannot protect her from your own promise. Tell her the truth, human.’

Eyebrows drawn together, Pa bows his head. I glance at Lowen in silent question. He shakes his head, face ashen.

This has to be some fae trick. They can’t lie, but they can manipulate humans, cast glamours, wear shapes that aren’t their own, hunt us through the forest and commit a hundred other cruelties. They aren’t beyond casting doubts among a family, trying to crack us apart.

I square my shoulders and glower out the window at him.

‘Sweetheart.’ Pa squeezes my hands, hunching over.

A gnawing silence stretches on until Annem speaks. ‘You remember I told you about the storm? Not long after we married, it tried to take your father and his boat. He was out of sight of land and would have surely drowned if she’d gone down. He didn’t want to leave me alone in the world, so he begged the sea for help and then the land. And when they didn’t answer, he called for the Lady of Fate herself.’

‘A hand reached out from the dark and thunder,’ he says softly, face hidden in the shadows, clinging to my hands like I’m the one who saved him. ‘She pulled me from the waves and stilled my boat, but she said she would cast me back to my doom if I refused to pay the price.’

‘What price did she name?’ Lowen growls the question, a bristling tightness at my side.

‘My firstborn daughter.’

Lowen hisses out a breath.

I can’t react.

‘I refused to leave your ma alone, so I agreed and the Lady steered my boat back to shore, though it should’ve sunk to the bottom of the ocean. She told me her son would return one day to claim on our bargain, then she was gone. When I got home, your ma told me she was pregnant and in the spring we had you.’ At last he looks up, eyes gleaming. ‘We hoped for a boy. I only have brothers, and your ma’s the only girl in her family. We thought we’d escape the bargain. That it wouldn’t matter. But …’

I stare at him. I turn over his words, trying to make sense of the impossible. But the shapes of my life slot together, leaving space for this thing he’s just told me, making it suddenly seem not just possible but … the only piece that could fit.

He moved across the country, not to escape the memories of almost drowning, but because he hoped The Morrigan wouldn’t be able to find him and his firstborn daughter.

He chose this remote cottage even though village life would be easier for us all, because he thought it would keep us – me – safe.

The wire in the wall – iron. It stopped the fae entering, and when I cut through it with the hatchet, I made it so the one outside could cross.

Her son. That means …

I’ve read that The Morrigan’s sons are the Kings of Death. Unseelie fae who rule the Underworld as demi-gods, each with their own cruel domain. And one of them stands at our door.

‘I had to promise you to her before I even knew you existed. My little girl.’ He shakes his head, brow creasing. ‘My Annon.’

I’ve always thought laughter a happy sound, warm and lively. But the laugh coming from outside is cruel and mocking without the slightest trace of anything so warm as happiness.

‘Annon. Annon.’ Another harsh laugh. ‘You called her “Anonymous” because you thought it would stop us finding her.’

‘No,’ I find myself blurting. ‘It’s Rhiannon …’ I search Annem and Pa’s gazes. ‘I’m Rhiannon, not …’

But their gazes slide to the floor.

No name.

The realization is a sudden pain deep in my gut. My chest squeezes, heart on the edge of betraying me.

I have no name. Does that mean I’m even … real? A person? Or just a thing?

Part of me understands the logic. They did it deliberately, like the old superstition that says parents shouldn’t name babies until they’re six months old – too big to be carried away by the fair folk and replaced with a changeling.

But I’m not a baby. I’m thirty-three years old and fucking nameless. ‘Rhiannon’ is a lie.

‘Oh, that is precious,’ the fae goes on. ‘The foolishness of humans will never cease to astonish me.’

I whirl, something hot and ugly searing my skin. ‘Shut up.’

‘Why?’ Lowen bites out to Pa. ‘She made you bargain Annon away – what does a goddess want with her?’

‘Oh yes.’ Outside, the fae smirks, golden eyes locked on my father. ‘Do tell her the full nature of your bargain, fisherman. Tell her what you agreed.’

‘I agreed …’ Pa takes a shuddering breath. ‘To give you to her son, as his bride.’
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‘BRIDE?’ I DON’T mean to say it out loud, but good fucking gods. I’m supposed to marry that man? Not just given to the fae as a servant or pet but in marriage? ‘Absolutely not.’

‘It’s all right.’ Annem squeezes my shoulder. ‘He can’t come in. The charms will protect us.’

The fae straightens, the mocking amusement on his face fading as he reaches his full and considerable height. ‘Does this mean you’re reneging on your bargain?’

There’s a long silence.

‘I’d caution you against insulting a goddess.’

Annem and Pa exchange looks. She dips her chin, and Pa lifts his, sliding an arm around me. ‘You cannot have our daughter.’

‘Very well.’ The fae lifts one shoulder and adjusts his cuffs. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ He steps out of sight.

Surely he hasn’t given up so easily. Or is he simply retreating for now to let his mother come and deal with us at her leisure?

Huddled together, we wait. And wait.

Slowly, we creep to the nearest window. No sign of the fae. We pull apart, each checking a different window. I don’t see anything, but beneath my feet there’s a soft trembling, so slight I almost don’t notice it. Then, in the garden, right where I sowed peas yesterday morning, the soil shifts.

Is he going to destroy my garden? I grit my teeth. Plants grow back. I can sow more seeds.

As I scowl, a hand reaches over the wall. Pale, but not the fae’s – it’s grubby and spindly and—

And followed by a fucking skull.

I stumble back from the window, staring as the bloated remains of a fisherman, oilskin coat dripping, shambles over the wall. Seaweed draped over his shoulder glistens in the emerging dawn. A moment later, the bed of peas bursts upward, revealing a hand groping for purchase.

The world slows down as a skeleton crawls from the earth and starts this way.

My heart. I clutch my chest. It isn’t the world slowing, but my heart choosing the worst possible moment to stretch out the beats and make the kitchen spin.

From the other end of the house, Annem shrieks.

I need to go and help her. How, I’m not sure, but …

I fumble with my bottle of belladonna. No time to boil water. Instead, I press my little finger to the tiny measuring scoop, capturing a little of the powder on my skin.

Consuming it directly will make it more potent than steeping it in water, but …

I lick the bitter powder from my finger and swallow.

The bottle is sealed and back in my pocket by the time I reach the living room just as something slams into the front door. With her back braced against it, Annem screams again. Lowen and Pa throw themselves at it.

Heart leaping, cheeks feverish, I hurry to the front window, letting the giddy world spin around me.

I can’t see the gorse bushes or the stone arch that leads to the mainland. The dead block my view in all directions, some nothing more than bone and rags, some almost whole, clothing only a little tattered and muddy. One wears the kind of steel armour I’ve only seen in books, half a spear still lodged in its armpit.

They groan and rasp. The sounds of creatures who’ve forgotten how to speak but long to remember.

Meanwhile, the fae leans against the garden wall, one ankle crossed over the other as he inspects his fingernails.

Bastard.

More of the dead pour over the bridge and into our garden. They throw themselves at the house, bones scraping over the walls and the oak doors, skittering against the windows. They trample the garden and tumble more stones off the wall.

Each stone that falls tolls in my heart. Each thud on the door is an ache in my chest. Each time my mother whimpers, part of me cracks.

My home. My family. He is willing to destroy them all just to claim me as his bride.

Pa has one arm around Annem, even as they push their backs against the door.

But it bucks in the frame with each assault. They can only hold back the tide for so long.

Thuds come from above and tiles crash to the ground. They’re on the roof. They’ll climb down the chimney next.

I lean against the window frame and meet the fae’s gaze. My fingers twitch around the frame. I wish it was his damn throat. Through the glass, I call, ‘What if I come willingly?’

He cants his head, one eyebrow rising. ‘I’ll call off my army.’

‘And my family will be safe?’

‘They’ll have nothing to fear from me. If you come willingly, like a good girl.’

‘Annon, no,’ Lowen whispers. ‘What are you doing?’ He grunts as the dead pound once more.

‘This is my fault. I cut through the wire. It was meant to protect me, wasn’t it?’ I raise my eyebrows at my parents.

‘It kept you hidden,’ Pa confirms between gritted teeth.

‘It wasn’t you,’ Lowen hisses, hands curling into fists around his bloodied bandages. ‘His voice – I heard it in the mirror. He whispered to me that I should give it to you. He told me to take down the wall. At the time, I couldn’t remember where the ideas came from, but now I’ve heard him … I know. I brought the mirror into the house. I let him influence me.’

‘Maybe. But I can stop it.’

Glass smashes. Somewhere in the kitchen. They’ve broken through. They’ll be in here in moments.

‘This home. This family.’ My voice cracks on that last word. ‘You’re all I have. And he’ll kill you to take me. I can’t let that happen.’ I shout, ‘Stop them, and I’ll come with you.’

Silence. The crashing and thuds, the groaning rasps, the scratching and skittering. It all stops. There’s only the sea, a distant sigh in comparison to the chaos of their assault.

The fae lifts his chin, but otherwise doesn’t move. ‘If you don’t step out of that door in ten seconds, I’ll tear out your father’s tongue.’

No time to pack. I spin on my heel and run to the kitchen, grabbing my medicine. The dead stand at the broken window pane, staring at me with empty eye sockets.

I shudder. His bride – his queen. Are these the creatures I’ll rule over?

‘Tick-tock,’ he calls. ‘Five seconds left.’

I burst into the living room. Annem and Pa step away from the door, faces creasing as they let me pass.

‘Four.’

Lowen stands fast. ‘Let them come.’

‘Three.’

‘Lowen. Move.’ I’ve never sounded so firm. ‘I’ll find a way back.’

‘Two.’

His jaw tightens and this horrible brightness pools in his eyes, making mine burn.

‘Please.’

‘One.’

Shoulders sinking, he shifts to one side and opens the door in one movement.

I step outside as the fae says, ‘Zero.’

The dead don’t move, and I let out a long breath.

With fearful glances at the creatures surrounding us, Annem and Pa come forward in turn and wrap me in tight hugs.

‘We never meant …’ Annem begins.

‘We thought it would never happen. If we could just protect you enough.’ Pa pulls back, frowning as a tear snakes down his lined cheek. He’s aged a decade since yesterday. ‘You understand, don’t you?’

I don’t trust myself to speak. He made that deal. One that bargained me away. That’s a tight ball of hurt at the centre of my chest.

But he’d been soaked through, freezing, clinging to a little fishing boat in the middle of a huge storm, at the sea’s mercy.

At The Morrigan’s mercy.

Facing death alone.

Isn’t that a fear I understand all too well?

I manage a small smile of reassurance as I nod.

Chin trembling, Lowen takes their place at my side as they back away to the safety of the house. ‘You don’t have to—’

‘I do. To keep you safe – alive. I do. Now stop being a pain in the backside and give me a hug, little brother.’

He huffs and throws his arms around me, squeezing so tight I’m afraid my bones will break. When he finally pulls back, he presses a package into my hands, holding my gaze intently. ‘Remember what I promised.’

It takes me a moment. He can’t mean his joke from last night – about coming after me.

Before I can question him, the fae’s voice cuts through the air, as cold as the wind.

‘Are you coming, or do I need to remind my army of the feel of living flesh?’ He still perches on the wall, one eyebrow raised.

Oh, he’s going to be a fucking delight of a husband.

I give my family one last, reassuring nod. ‘I’ll see you soon.’ Then I turn to the fae and spread my arms, presenting myself. ‘Here I am, willing, just like I promised. You said you’d leave my family unharmed.’

He makes a soft sound in his throat and straightens from the wall. Stalking closer, he takes me in. His expression reveals nothing other than that he has this perpetual look of mingled contempt and irritation, lips pursed, eyes half-shut. His pale skin is stark against his deepest black hair, and the fierce line of his eyebrows reminds me of those slashing raven feathers I observed on the mirror’s frame.

The pre-dawn light doesn’t cast any warmth on his face, only deep shadows below the sharp lines of his cheekbones and jaw and around the faint golden glow of his eyes.

He puts me in mind of a cold winter’s night where ice grips the land and makes the way treacherous even as it paints everything with its frosty, shimmering beauty.

As he comes closer, I realize quite how tall he is, how broad his shoulders are, how easily he could’ve broken the door down on his own. And I understand why he summoned the dead.

Because he can.

And that means he’s the figure from my dream. Undoubtedly.

I had expected Death, not a King of Death.

‘Come, then.’ He holds out his hand, small black feathers edging the cuffs of his coat.

I look back.

My parents huddle together, watching with tear-stained cheeks. Lowen stands to one side, frowning like that can prevent him from falling.

I give them a single nod then take the fae’s hand.

Slowly, his lips curve, like I’ve stepped into a trap.

Before I can change my mind, he pulls me against his chest and the world folds into feathers and darkness.
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