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      “Hetta, dear, you know I’m very fond of Mr Tempest,” her stepmother began ominously, hovering awkwardly on the edge of her seat in the study. Phoebe had invited herself in for tea a quarter of an hour ago and had been slowly working herself up to this conversation since. Now her hands fluttered awkwardly as she finally neared her point: “And I don’t like to interfere, but you are the lord and⁠—”

      Hetta hastily swallowed the sip of coffee she’d just taken, in order to interrupt. “And I deeply appreciate your non-interference!” She put the now-empty cup aside and rose in what she hoped was an authoritative way. “Now I really must be going; I need to speak with Mr Brown today.”

      It wasn’t truly a lie; she had arranged to speak to the man who ran the Home Farm today, though technically that appointment wasn’t until somewhat later. She glanced out the window in that direction, though the vast copper beeches screened the Home Farm from view. Fragments of cold sunshine filtered between wisps of cloud, and her land-sense told her the wind would rise throughout the day, bringing rain after sundown.

      Phoebe gave a small sigh and put her own cup aside, recalling Hetta’s attention. “Oh. Yes, yes of course. But…perhaps we could speak about it later?”

      Or perhaps we could speak about it never, since I know what you’re going to say already, and it’s none of your business! She had to bite her tongue from replying. Phoebe didn’t deserve her wrath; she was, in her own misguided way, trying to help, so Hetta mastered her irritation and said tactfully, “I’ll see you at dinner.” She moved quickly to the study door and let herself out into the hallway before Phoebe could protest.

      Stomping along the hallway wasn’t a particularly mature approach to the situation, but it was better than snapping at her relatives or tenants, so she gave in to the urge as she made her way through the house. If only her family hadn’t all seen Wyn kiss her last year! Before that they’d been perfectly unconcerned about what Stariel’s lord got up to when alone with the steward. But ever since Wintersol, she’d been subjected to everything from condescending lectures about family honour and propriety from the likes of Aunt Sybil to Marius’s thinly veiled excuses to chaperone her every waking moment before he’d gone down to university at the start of term. Her younger siblings’ reactions had varied from disgust (Gregory), staunch support (Alexandra), to embarrassing curiosity (little Laurel).

      How foolish of me to think being lord would gain me more freedom in that department rather than less. Being scandalous whilst far away and low in the family hierarchy hadn’t exactly been acceptable, but it had been ignorable. Of all the adjustments she’d had to make when she’d returned to Stariel Estate after living in the great Southern capital for years, that was probably the hardest. There, she’d been anonymous, but here she had no such luxury, and sometimes it made her yearn to be back at the theatre with her company.

      She paused to glare into Grandfather Marius’s eyes at the top of the stairs down to the entrance hall, the painting serving as a proxy for every interfering family member over the last few months. The past lord simply continued to look down his long nose, aristocratically disapproving as ever. She huffed at him and carried on down the stairs. Why do they all care so much about my personal affairs anyway? Haven’t we got far greater concerns to worry about, between repairs and linesmen and bank loans? Her family’s disapproval also seemed particularly unfair given that between them and the needs of the estate, she and Wyn had had precious little time for impropriety in any case.

      That thought pulled her up short, and she halted as she reached the front door. Halfway up its smooth length was a circle of slightly different coloured wood where the door had been repaired after a fireball had damaged it—Jack had been very provoking that day. She touched her hand to the spot and had a short, guilty debate with herself.

      Even though she wasn’t actually due to meet with Jack and Mr Brown until later, a responsible lord still ought to use her morning efficiently. Since she’d left the accounts books back in her study, she couldn’t mull over the estate’s finances as she’d originally intended—but there were any number of other things that could do with her attention. Such as, to pluck a random example from her list, detouring to the library to continue her reading about sheep breeding. The library where she knew Wyn did lessons with Alexandra on this day each week—a lesson that would probably be ending very shortly.

      Hetta made a face at the door and admitted to herself that sheep were unlikely to make an appearance in this scenario. She turned back towards the entrance hall anyway, her heart growing lighter with anticipation. The estate could just cope with her being Hetta-the-woman and not Hetta-the-lord for a short while; she was determined that the latter wouldn’t swallow the former whole.

      “Hetta!” Her half-sister Alexandra’s voice sounded from the landing, making Hetta look up in surprise; clearly she and Wyn had finished their anti-compulsion lesson earlier than usual, then.

      “How did the lesson go?” Hetta asked, searching Alexandra’s expression. Alexandra had insisted Wyn try to teach her to resist compulsion, ever since Aroset had used that fae magic on her a few months ago. She’d been having nightmares. Anything that made her feel less helpless had to be a good thing, even though the lessons never left either participant in a great mood. But Alexandra seemed even more agitated than usual this morning.

      Alexandra jerked her head in a wholly ambivalent motion. “Okay, I suppose.” She was holding a piece of paper, and she glanced down at it and bit her lip before hesitantly beginning to descend.

      A black kitten abruptly raced down the stairs in front of her, and Alexandra had to stop rather hurriedly to avoid treading on it. The kitten skidded to a halt in the entry hall and meowed up at Hetta. Since this one had taken a particular shine to Wyn, she couldn’t help scanning the upper landing for a sign of him. But Wyn didn’t appear, and Alexandra finished her descent without further misadventure, holding the piece of paper out to Hetta.

      “It’s from Wyn. He received it a few minutes ago, in the library—a wyldfae delivered it.” Alexandra shaped the word ‘wyldfae’ tentatively; all of them were still adjusting to the new realities of their world. “He asked me to bring it to you.”

      Hetta took the note curiously. On thick, expensive paper in red, glittering calligraphy were the words: 10 o’clock, Starshine. Beneath those, a hastily scrawled addition in Wyn’s handwriting.

      This isn’t your debt. Debrief at the Stones, after?

      A chill went down her spine, her wistful plans vanishing in an instant, because it wasn’t hard to work out what the red calligraphy meant, not when the paper smelled like cherries and beeswax. Fae magic had scents—signatures specific to the person responsible for it—but even if she hadn’t recognised this signature as belonging to Wyn’s ex-fiancée, Princess Sunnika was the only person he currently owed a debt to. The princess had absolved him of his promise to marry her, in return for a favour unspecified. Was she calling in that favour now?

      She stared at the princess’s words, smoothing her thumb over the velvety texture of the paper. Despite the physical object, the summons still seemed faintly unreal. Oh, she’d known, when she’d dragged Wyn back through the portal to Stariel months ago, that that wouldn’t be the end of it, but it would’ve been nice to be wrong, and the quiet months since had lulled her into a false sense of security. It’s not fair, she had the childish urge to say. Surely bank loans and her badgering relatives were trials enough for anyone without having to deal with fae politics as well?

      Stariel surged up in query, and she reassured it. “It’s all right. It’s just a note. No one’s in danger.” Except danger frequently followed on the heels of fae, in her experience. A cold stone lodged in her stomach. What did Princess Sunnika want with Wyn, anyway?

      The kitten meowed again, blinking up at her expectantly, as if she would suddenly produce Wyn if it complained sufficiently. Alexandra bent down and picked it up, and it grumblingly accepted the substitute. Its purr was much too large for such a small creature, echoing in the entrance hall.

      Hetta read Wyn’s note again and had a sudden urge to shake the paper in lieu of him. This isn’t your debt, he’d written. Him trying to keep her and Stariel out of anything involving Princess Sunnika was all very well and noble, but also completely foolish. Hadn’t they agreed they were in this together now? At least he’d sensibly named a rendezvous location outside the house after his ill-thought-out meeting, so she could rail at him for his foolishness at length without being interrupted by helpful ‘chaperones’.

      She glanced at the clock in the entrance hall, which showed two minutes to the hour, and some of her irritation ebbed. It explained at least why he hadn’t brought this to her in person. Even flying, it would be a stretch to reach the boundary at Starshine in time.

      As she thought the location, her land-sense stretched automatically out of the house, unravelling across the lake and down the course of the River Starshine to where the water crossed the estate boundary, deep in the woods to the south-west. The cool shade under the trees and the trickle of the water seeped into her. Pine needles and the bright green of budding oak leaves swayed, and her senses filled with the small sounds of the forest.

      A tall, winged figure landed with a thump on the banks of the river just inside the border. He looked different through Stariel’s eyes, and not only because he was in his fae form, a bright blaze of foreign magic unconnected to the estate. His wings lit up in the sunshine, hundreds of overlapping jewels. They were blue now rather than white, though little flashes of iridescent purple, indigo, and even emerald caught the light as his feathers rustled in the slight breeze. Silver frosted each wing tip. It was the first time she’d ‘seen’ him in his fae form since their return from ThousandSpire, even though that had been several months ago now.

      Stariel curled around him like a cat, as if it would scent-mark him if it could. Before ThousandSpire, the land had viewed him with suspicious jealousy, but those events had swung its attitude from one extreme to the other.

      Wyn frowned and turned a slow circle, as if he knew he was being watched. He gave a small, wry smile, and said softly: “Tell Hetta I’ll be careful.”

      “What does it mean, Hetta?”

      Her sister’s voice pulled her back to the entrance hall, and the world wobbled slightly as she found herself back within the limits of her own body again.

      She swallowed to rid her mouth of the taste of pine needles, unsettled. Spying on people using her land-sense wasn’t a path she wanted to go down, not after seeing where it had led King Aeros. But Stariel was so ready to zero in on Wyn with the slightest encouragement, these days. Which is almost definitely my fault, she reflected.

      “Don’t do that again unless I specifically ask,” she told the land sternly. “I know you’ve decided you like him now, but you mustn’t keep drawing my attention to him, or keep interrupting us just because you can’t bear to leave us alone for five minutes together!” The latter had been particularly trying, of late. She was pretty sure Stariel meant well, but there was nothing more deflating than the equivalent of a boisterous puppy lurking over your shoulder and egging you on.

      “Hetta?” Alexandra repeated, this time with a trace of concern. “It’s about fae things, isn’t it?”

      Hetta shook herself back to the present again. “Sorry, Stariel and I were having a conversation.” She’d had to admit to this more than once over the last few months, to explain her moments of abstraction. Her father had never had this problem, that she remembered, but then again Stariel had undoubtedly not been as magical back then, before the Iron Law came down. Not for the first time, she wished faelands came with a manual.

      Alexandra raised her eyebrows and looked at the note meaningfully. “Isn’t it?” she repeated.

      Hetta frowned down at it. “Yes. But not dangerous fae things, I don’t think.” I hope. Princess Sunnika had been relatively friendly, in the past, or at least what passed for it among the royalfae Hetta had met. But still, why did Wyn have to be so very reckless about his own safety?

      At least if she went up to the Stones now, she could spend some of her anxiety in magic while she waited for him. Emotion made her pyromancy stronger, though it had the opposite effect on her illusion, which required a cool head and fine control to do well.

      But before she could move, a knock sounded at the front door, and both she and Alexandra swivelled towards it. In theory, Hetta knew she shouldn’t open her own front door. But there was no sign of the hall boy, and it was frankly ridiculous to leave someone to wait on the chilly stone steps because of that.

      She opened the door. There was a pause.

      “Apologies, my lord,” said the man on the doorstep, doffing his hat after a moment of blinking confusion. Hetta recognised him as Mr Plimmer, the foreman in charge of the men currently repairing the Dower House. “I meant to ask to speak to the steward.” He looked sheepishly around the foyer. “I see this wasn’t the right door.”

      “Oh, come in,” she said, trying to adjust to the sudden change from fantastical to mundane. “But Mr Tempest is currently unavailable. What do you wish to see him about?” She dragged a rough idea of the schedule from memory, though Wyn had had far more to do with the day-to-day work than her. Making the Dower House habitable so it could be rented out was, after all, a key part of securing more funds for Stariel’s future. “How are the roof repairs going?”

      The foreman shifted uneasily from foot to foot, looking extremely apprehensive. “That’s the problem, my lord. They’re not. There’s, um, a bat problem.”

      “Bats,” she repeated blankly, inwardly rather relieved. The foreman’s expression had suggested something much worse.

      “Yes, my lord. Bats. Problem is, they’re in the roof. My crew can’t work with them there.”

      Her mind tried to stray back to Wyn’s location at the boundary, and she jerked it back. No. She was the lord; she needed to deal with this, even if household pests seemed quite beside the point right now.

      “Well, I admit I’ve no idea how one goes about de-batting a roof, but surely this is a problem to which there exists a solution…” She was about to ask him what he’d suggest when an idea occurred to her. “Actually, now I think of it, I’ll be of much more use to you than Mr Tempest.”

      After all, she was the lord of this faeland, wasn’t she—and therefore connected to all the creatures in Stariel Estate? That ought to mean she could magically encourage bats to vacate a roof. Guiltily, she found herself becoming much more interested in the problem. One ought to care about mundane things just as much as magical ones, but the problem was that one did not. The fact that exerting her land-sense in such a way would be an excellent distraction from eavesdropping on a certain location at Stariel’s border was merely happy coincidence.

      The foreman’s apprehension only deepened. “The thing is, my lord, that they’re not normal bats. And I thought Mr Tempest might know…” He trailed off, flushing.

      A funny jolt went through her as she realised what he was getting at, and why he might want Wyn specifically.

      He steeled himself and confirmed her speculation with his next words. “They’re…I think they’re fae.”
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      Wyn waited just inside the southern boundary of Stariel, alone but for the wildlife. The birdsong that had paused at his entrance had now recommenced, and fluting calls of spring trilled from tree to tree against the watery background of the Starshine. He stood so still that a blue squirrel scurrying along a low branch beside him didn’t notice his presence until it stopped to contemplate a leap, rearing back in offended surprise before disappearing in a streak of fur.

      And then he was no longer alone. He tensed as the presence of a greater fae blazed along the leylines, though the birds didn’t appear to care as Princess Sunnika stepped out between two trees on the other side of Stariel’s border. He didn’t cross to greet her, even though she stood further than a comfortable speaking distance away. The greater fae of DuskRose weren’t winged—unusual for the greater fae of Faerie—but the shadowcats had a very powerful talent that made up for that lack. Normally it only worked on line-of-sight, but Sunnika had shown herself unusually talented with that magic. If she touched him, she could take him miles away from Stariel in an instant.

      “Princess,” he said, inclining his head. She was dressed for a formal meeting, and he felt suddenly under-dressed, in mortal clothes and plain ones besides. Her long dress had wide sleeves, and jewels cut in glittering leaf-shapes adorned her long straight hair, black as ink at its roots and morphing to cherry-pink at the tips.

      Her midnight eyes were unreadable, and her furred ears twitched, a slightly warmer black-brown than her hair. “Prince Hallowyn Tempestren.”

      His true name should not sound so strange nor make him so uneasy.

      She looked pointedly at the distance between them. “I do not intend to harm you.”

      Would it make her angry if he refused to approach her? It was technically impolite to show such open distrust, and he was in her debt. But he had promised he’d be careful.

      “Forgive me,” he said, “but harm is very subjective, and I’d like some reassurances that you don’t mean to teleport me away the moment I cross the border.”

      Her smile was darkly amused. “I will not.”

      He stretched out with his leysight, checking they were truly alone, and crossed the boundary with reluctance. There was no loss of magic, since he was not bound to Stariel as the Valstars were, but he felt more exposed nonetheless, and he pressed his wings tight against his spine.

      Sunnika took in his new wing colour. “I see you sport new colours.” Her tail curled into a question mark.

      “I do,” he acknowledged, flaring his wings slightly. Any more would be considered a challenge, though he didn’t know if a DuskRose fae would know that. Best not to take the chance. “Stormdancers often change their plumage when they come into their powers. We call them blood feathers.”

      “And have you come into your power?”

      He shrugged. “How does a tree know that it is finished?” Her flat expression didn’t change, and she didn’t remind him that he owed her more than levity, but he reined himself in nonetheless. “I went into the Maelstrom and lived to tell the tale,” he said, trying to explain a thing he himself didn’t fully understand. “It…affected me. And, as you know, my broken oath is repaired.”

      He had no plans to tell her his control of his new power was still a fledgling thing, easily overcome. Perhaps she wasn’t an outright enemy anymore, but she wasn’t a friend either. Still, she was the first tangible contact he’d had with Faerie in months, and he desperately wanted to ask her for news of ThousandSpire’s succession. Rakken had said he and his twin Catsmere had some plan to ensure Aroset didn’t inherit, but surely they ought to have prevailed by now? Was no news good news? What if it wasn’t?

      He’d attempted to summon his godparent for answers, but the only response had been a deep, resounding silence along their connection. That had never happened before. But Lamorkin was one of the oldest fae he knew—surely that meant they would weather this storm? It was difficult not to worry, regardless.

      But he could not ask Sunnika directly to remedy his ignorance, not unless he wished to increase his debt to her. A sideways approach was in order. “I hope that you’ve been well, Princess, and that your aunt did not disapprove of your actions.” She’d released him from his vow to marry her, at the time when he’d most needed the power that his broken oath had shattered; Queen Tayarenn might not have regarded that as a good thing, even if it left him owing Sunnika a personal favour.

      Sunnika tilted her head to one side, dark hair smooth as water. “You truly do, don’t you? Perhaps I made a poor decision, releasing one who cares so greatly for my welfare from his promises to me.”

      Probably she was only teasing him, though it was hard to tell from her cool expression, but it still felt like thin ice. “I do not think it’s helpful to re-live the might-have-beens of this decision,” he said mildly. “But in any case, I am grateful for my release. I owe you a favour.”

      “Yes,” she said, her lips curving. “You do. Tell me, how is Lord Valstar?”

      “She is well,” he said as neutrally as possible, but apparently he was losing his ability to mask his emotions, for Sunnika’s smile widened.

      “Ah, and there is the reason I don’t regret my decision, Prince Hallowyn. You truly love her, this mortal woman, don’t you?” She said the word ‘love’ with a kind of amused fascination.

      “Yes,” he admitted, struggling with the reflex to deflect the conversation away from his vulnerabilities. But it served no purpose here; the fact that he loved Hetta was a truth as inarguable as gravity—and as much a secret now too.

      “And I have no wish to play second fiddle to a mortal,” she said matter-of-factly. “Nor to play a minor role in someone else’s star-crossed romance. I hope Lord Valstar appreciates my magnanimity.”

      His eyes narrowed. Sunnika had said before that she wished the Court of Dusken Roses to be on good terms with Stariel, the reason obvious enough, since Stariel was the only faeland he knew of that was also part of the Mortal Realm—but it didn’t mean he liked Sunnika trying to use him to influence Hetta, even less than he liked her musing on his love life.

      “Why did you call me here today, Your Highness?”

      “So abrupt,” she chided. “But very well.” She paused, and he could tell she was choosing her words with care. “Tell me what is happening in the Spires.”
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      Hetta and the foreman contemplated the Dower House. It was a smaller and more modern building than Stariel House, although of course that still made it about eighty years old. A previous Lord Valstar had built it to house his mother, who Hetta assumed he hadn’t much liked, given that Stariel House possessed plenty of spare bedrooms and the fact that the Dower House was on the other side of the lake from it.

      She didn’t have long to admire the facade, because the front door opened as they approached, and a confused jumble of workmen spilled out amidst billowing smoke, coughing and shouting.

      Alarmed, she reached instinctively for Stariel. Her awareness rushed over the gravel and into the house, up and down stairs and through walls, shivering through brick and mortar. For heartbeats, she was the house, every creak and cranny of it. Bitter smoke sank into her ageing drapes and curled lazily in the drafts from ill-maintained windows. But there was no fire in the house. The only point of burning heat travelled with the humans who’d fled her, her floorboards holding the echo of their footsteps.

      Her awareness flowed back outside, down the steps, and found the smoking torch being messily beaten out on the gravel driveway. She curled hands around it and pressed. The already dying embers snuffed out.

      It was done. She pulled back her land-sense, trying to become merely Hetta again. For a few moments, it was like trying to stuff spilled tea back into a teapot, rivulets of awareness threatening to slosh out from her feet. She focused on her heartbeat, on the in and out of her ribcage with each breath, the cold bite of the air despite the sunshine. I am a woman, not a faeland.

      Digging her fingernails into her palms to ground herself, she let go of the intense knowing that always came with reaching out too deeply. Remembering the number and location of every beam in the house’s interior—and moreover, what each one felt like—was a good way to give herself a headache.

      When she’d fully settled back into herself, the foreman was already striding forward towards his men. She measured the shortness of the distance between them with relief—good, she hadn’t lost time then. She hated it when that happened, and she always worried that one day she’d go so deep she wouldn’t be able to find her way back.

      “What’s going on then? Is that a torch, Fletcher?” The foreman scowled around at his crew.

      There was some sheepish mumbling, out of which Hetta pieced an explanation: they’d been trying to smoke out the bats.

      “Does one smoke out bats, typically?” she asked, coming up beside the foreman. There was a chorus of ‘my lords’ and doffed hats from the crew.

      “No, one does not,” the foreman said, with a scowl at the man he’d named Fletcher. “What were you thinking?”

      Fletcher shrugged and looked around at the other men for support. “We just wanted a closer look at them, didn’t we, after what Davey saw?” He waved at a curly-haired man with skin the colour of the freshly turned earth, presumably Davey. “We thought the smoke would make ’em quiet. Works for bees.” He grimaced. “But didn’t work on the…bats.” He shot a nervous glance at Hetta.

      “What exactly did you see?” she asked, noting his pause. “And what sent you running out of the house?”

      The sheepishness levels increased, which she had no difficulty interpreting. None of the men wanted to admit they’d been afraid. But afraid of what, exactly?

      “They’re not bats, my Star,” Davey spoke up, a touch defensively. The address startled her—it was an old-fashioned address for the Lord of Stariel, but it was Wyn’s preferred one. His presence had crossed the border some time past now, and she tried not to worry about what that meant. What if it was an ambush? It was hard not to dwell on the fact that Princess Sunnika could teleport Wyn miles away in a heartbeat, outside the safety of the bounds. But Wyn wouldn’t have been foolish enough to step across, if he’d thought there was danger of that happening. Would he? If only they’d had more time to discuss it first!

      Davey looked round at the others. “Well, they’re not. One of them bit Wilson. Show the Star your hand, Wilson.”

      At this, presumably-Wilson held up a reluctant hand, displaying an inflamed bite about the size of a coin, from something with a lot of needle-sized teeth.

      “And I know what I saw.” Davey met Hetta’s eyes and straightened. “Those weren’t bats like the steward isn’t a man.”

      The crew, as one, sucked in their breaths, waiting for her reaction.

      “They may well be lowfae,” she said calmly, though her heart beat rather fast. The news of Wyn’s nature had spread like wildfire across the estate, but so far no one had directly confronted her about it. “But it’s unfair to compare them to Mr Tempest, who is not.”

      The man blinked at her. “But⁠—”

      “Mr Tempest is greater fae, and they have about as much in common with lowfae as humans do with cats,” she continued without pause. “Now, will someone please take me to these ‘bats’, and I’ll see about encouraging them to move out of this house so you can continue your work. Mr Wilson, you should get that hand seen to.” She looked around expectantly. “Mr Plimmer?”

      The foreman jerked into motion. “Uh, yes, my lord.”

      Hetta’s heart continued to pound as she followed him into the house. It was a measure of Wyn’s charisma that the general reaction to news of his nature had been fascination and wary acceptance rather than outright hostility, but she was too aware of how quickly that could change.

      They passed rooms full of white-draped furniture; the house had been shut up since before her father died. The smell of wood shavings and mildew curled around them, creating a strange echo of memory from when she’d let her consciousness roll into the house before.

      The foreman’s pace slowed as they reached the upper storey, and it was with trepidation that he approached the ladder that led to the attic. Through the open trap door at the top of the ladder came a strange chittering sound, subtly unlike birds. She reached out with her land-sense, more cautiously this time. She didn’t need to count the nails in the floorboards; she just wanted to know what manner of creature she was about to encounter.

      Touching the several dozen tiny sparks of the ‘bats’ in the attic, she found it as she’d suspected: the bats were lowfae.

      “What are you?” she asked them—and Stariel. Stariel’s attitude to the estate’s native lowfae was generally disinterest, and so was its answer now: a shrugging impression of caves and small wings. Piskie, came the name. Hetta knew it, from childhood fairy tales, accompanied by charming illustrations of small, adorable blue cherubs.

      The lowfae vibrated in response to her touch, and the chittering increased, acknowledging her as their lord. Now that was a disconcerting thought, that she had some level of responsibility for these creatures. “Will some of you come out so I can see you, please?” she asked.

      There were fluttering and scrabbling sounds. With extreme suspicion, a trio of creatures hopped down the ladder and perched on the topmost rung, clinging with both clawed hind feet and hands. The foreman gasped, and all three creatures flared out their wings and hissed at him, baring sharp, needle-like teeth.

      “They might look like bats, but that ain’t normal bat behaviour,” he said.

      Hetta gave him a surprised look, because they didn’t look at all like bats to her—or like the innocent cherubs named piskies in children’s books. They did have bat-like wings stretching from their arms, but otherwise, they were spindly insect-people with furry ears, bluish-grey skin, enormous dark eyes, and tufts of wildly messy white hair.

      Glamour, she realised with a jolt. Ever since Stariel had chosen her, she’d been immune to glamour. Maybe the foreman really was seeing only normal bats. She wondered if the crewman who’d said they weren’t bats had a touch of the Sight.

      “No, they’re clearly not normal bats,” she agreed. She directed her next words at the piskies. “I’m sorry, but you can’t live in this attic.”

      More chittering. It wasn’t words, but Hetta got the gist of it through Stariel. They liked the attic. No one else had a claim on it, and that was a hard thing to find now, with more and more lowfae arriving with the ways to Mortal open once more. They’d been pushed out of their cave in the Indigoes by other wyldfae, but this attic was better than that old cave anyway. They would defend it against the men with their smoke-sticks!

      More lowfae. Coming to Stariel—and presumably to the rest of the human world as well. Despite her land-sense, she suddenly felt very small and ill-equipped. Stariel brushed over her for a second, responding to her emotion, half a question in the air. Worryingly, it sent her an image of tumbling pebbles and the shaking beginnings of a rockslide. It mirrored her own sense of looming changes beyond her control, which might mean she’d given the worry to Stariel in the first place. How much did her own emotions influence the faeland? She sent wordless reassurance along the bond, and the faeland subsided. Now just what, exactly, was she supposed to do with that ominous yet incredibly vague metaphor?

      She pushed that worrying thought aside for the moment. That was a problem too big for her to solve right now, but this one at least she could do something about.

      “Nevertheless, this is a human home, for humans, not lowfae,” she said firmly. “You shall have to find somewhere else.”

      Immediately, they began to cry out, high-pitched and pleading. She tried to harden her heart against them. The wider estate desperately needed more funds, funds that would make her people’s lives better in real, tangible ways, and making the Dower House habitable again was a small but key part of that. The bank had granted them the first part of a loan on the understanding that the Dower House rents would provide much-needed cashflow, proving that the estate was a reliable investment before any more funds were released.

      But Hetta couldn’t help thinking of how the piskies had acknowledged her as their lord, and she cast about for somewhere to send them. Somewhere high and vacant. With some trepidation, she said to them, “The western tower of Stariel House has a tower room that is unoccupied at present. You may occupy it temporarily while the workmen are here.” After that… Would whoever rented the Dower House accept lowfae living in the attics?

      The lowfae’s chittering took on notes of excitement, and she got the impression that Stariel House was a coveted location.

      “Temporarily,” she repeated as they hopped back into the attic, disappearing from view.

      They didn’t respond. The high-pitched calls increased, and from above came a leathery whir of many wings as the flock took flight. She felt their sparks swarming out of the attic through the hole in the roof, streaming towards Stariel House. Had she done the right thing? Well, at least they’re out of the roof, and I can always order them out of the Tower Room if I have to, she reflected philosophically.

      She turned back to the foreman, who was staring at her with his mouth half-open. She gave him a bright smile. “Well, as you can see, the bats will no longer be a problem.”

      He shut his mouth. “Er…yes, my lord.” He said something else, but she didn’t hear it, distracted by the sudden knowledge springing to the front of her mind as Stariel tugged at her attention: Wyn had just crossed the border.
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      Wyn rolled his shoulderblades, feathers rustling with the motion. Somewhere out of sight along the river bank, a frog croaked. Well. That could have gone worse, he supposed. On the one hand, he still owed Sunnika, but on the other, she’d inadvertently given him new information about the Spires. Worrying information. He hugged his wings tightly against his body before unfurling them with a snap.

      Magic rushed out with them, flexing alongside feather and bone. His mortal form had felt more and more like a prison of late, ever since the Maelstrom and ThousandSpire. How had he gone nearly ten years without taking his true form, before the fae found him? He wasn’t sure he could have managed it if he’d had access to his full powers, but he hadn’t known then what he was missing. Youth and a broken oath had made him a shadow of what he’d been meant to be.

      He flexed his wings, examining that thought. What was he becoming? He’d been Mr Tempest, mild-mannered butler, for so long. Who was Prince Hallowyn? Did he even want to be him?

      He took flight in a rush of air magic. But everyone knows what I am, now, he thought as he flew low over the woods and then swooped up above the lake. It didn’t stop him from wrapping himself in glamour to make himself invisible to anyone chancing to look up. Glamour warped people’s perceptions, but it had no effect on the physical world, so his blurry reflection arrowed across the lake below, an unfamiliar streak of silver and blue.

      To his surprise, he reached the Stones before Hetta did, landing inside the stone circle with a commendable imitation of grace thanks to the lack of wind. He hadn’t taken this form enough to regain the flying skill of his youth, and landings remained tricky.

      It was peaceful up here, with only the distant sounds of sheep, and he turned in a slow circle, grounding himself in the familiar greens and browns of this mortal landscape. Despite the snow still dusting the foothills, the air had changed, holding a tantalising, earthy promise of rebirth. He smiled; he’d always liked spring here.

      Inevitably, his gaze sketched higher, catching on the jagged peaks of the Indigoes, where King Aeros’s bones lay deep in the earth, where Stariel had swallowed him. Wyn hadn’t been up there since. The smile slipped from his face, and he turned back to face the Stones.

      He’d built a portal here to ThousandSpire last year—where Hetta had saved him, hauling him back to Stariel before the Spires could claim him. Sometimes he woke, feeling the Spires’ claws closing around him, digging into his soul. Other times he relived the moment the Maelstrom had snapped his wingbones. He’d never forget the sound of them breaking, felt rather than heard.

      Suddenly cold in a way that had nothing to do with temperature, he changed back to his mortal form. It felt a little like stepping from a wide, wild vista into a small, tidy room. Known. Domesticated. Safe.

      Smoothing down his hair, he extracted the rest of his outer garments from the bag he’d snatched up before his flight from the house. But does this count as donning a costume or removing one? he wondered as he twisted his bowtie into place.

      The gentle crush of footsteps drew his attention, and he turned towards the sound and met Hetta’s eyes just as she crested the hill. Her cheeks were pink with cold and exertion, and strands of flyaway auburn hair had escaped from beneath her hat.

      A dizzying, soaring happiness bubbled up in him. “Hetta,” he said, drawn to her as helplessly as iron to a lodestone. She was in his arms the next moment, eyes grey as stormclouds.

      “I’m annoyed with you,” she said absently as she twined her hands around his neck and tugged him down. “Just so you’re aware.”

      He made a wordless, urgent sound of agreement as she kissed him. Heat arced between them, magic and desire both.

      Kissing Hetta had become an exquisite torture over the past few months. Familiarity had only intensified it. Now he knew the intimate curve of her mouth, the way her breath would hitch when he kissed his way along her jawline. He knew the shape of her body, and the small, helpless sound she made if he ran his knuckles very lightly over her curves.

      Fae politics could be damned.

      Stariel hit him with the force of an enthusiastic wolfhound, and he reeled back. “Stormwinds-cursed faelands!” Magic fizzled under his skin, a frustrated crescendo.

      Hetta grimaced, and the faeland’s affectionate nuzzling abruptly subsided. “Sorry. You’re still its new favourite toy. It’s because of me, isn’t it? My emotions.”

      “Maybe,” he admitted. “Though I cannot be sorry for…stirring your emotions.” She looked even more kissable now than before, with her pupils blown wide and colour brightening her lips. He gave a very heartfelt sigh.

      She chuckled and sat down on one of the long-fallen stones, and her gaze went distant in the way that meant she was prodding at her land-sense. “I feel like Stariel’s trying to tell me something with all these antics, but the gods only know what.”

      “It could be the season,” he suggested. “Springtime is traditional for…antics.”

      “I’m not a bird,” she said crossly, drumming her fingers on the stone. “Tell me about Princess Sunnika. What did she want?”

      Ah, right. Thoughts of fae politics came rushing back, almost as effective for cooling ardour as an ice bath. He sat down next to Hetta on the stone, leaving a careful inch of space between them.

      “She wanted information.” He gave a hollow laugh. “Information I did not have to give. Someone has closed the borders to ThousandSpire; no one has gone in or out since…we were last there, including DuskRose’s spies.”

      Hetta frowned. “You’ve always said ThousandSpire had powerful wards against translocation.”

      “Even if they survived my Father’s death, there have always been passage points, heavily monitored though they might be.” It was fiendishly difficult—though not technically impossible—to make spells that would outlast the death of the caster. Had his father gone to such lengths? He hadn’t thought King Aeros would acknowledge in even so tacit a fashion that his rule might one day end. “But all the ways have been sealed. Even the overland borders.” It explained why he’d heard nothing, and why his godparent hadn’t answered any of his summons in the last few months.

      Hetta’s expression shadowed. “What or who could close the borders like that?”

      He looked towards the lake, where on the far horizon the distant peaks of the Saltcaps rose to mark the other side of the wide valley, outside Stariel’s territory. “I don’t know. It would take extremely powerful magic—or someone very gifted with portal magic, specifically.”

      Did Aroset have the power to do that? She’d shown an uncanny ability with portals, the last time he’d seen her. It might be possible. His heart squeezed. If she’d closed the borders, what did that mean for his other siblings?

      “Aroset,” Hetta guessed, echoing his own thoughts. She put a hand on his arm. “Would you know, if she were Queen of ThousandSpire now?”

      “I’d know if the others were dead.” He’d feel the shockwaves of his siblings’ deaths through his bloodline, even in the Mortal Realm.

      Hetta’s hand slid down to his, interlacing their fingers in silent comfort. It felt impossibly selfish, to be here, to have this, when who knew what chaos reigned in his home court. Again, his gaze fell on the stones where the portal had formed, and he remembered the heady relief he’d felt when Hetta had dragged him away from ThousandSpire.

      A needle of guilt wriggled towards the surface. If he’d let the Spires take him…but he pushed that thought down. Why should ThousandSpire’s fate rest on his shoulders? Even discounting Aroset, he had four other older siblings all eager to take on responsibility for it.

      Well, maybe not Koi, he amended. The High King knew what Wyn’s oldest brother’s desires were, but Irokoi had never been ambitious. Wyn wondered suddenly about Torquil, the brother closest to him in age, who he hadn’t seen for more than ten years. Rakken had said he’d defected and left the Spires. Perhaps he too was somewhere outside it still, also wondering what was happening in their home court. Or perhaps he’d returned before the borders closed, tempted to try to claim the throne for himself. But perhaps he doesn’t want a future dominated by the Spires either. Wyn had never had much in common with Torquil, but the thought that he might not be alone in his self-chosen exile from his home court cheered him nonetheless.

      An optimistic blackbird flew to one of the stones and then hopped down onto the grass, searching for worms whilst watching them out of one eye.

      “How was the lesson, this morning?” Hetta asked softly, and he knew her thoughts had gone from Aroset to the compulsion she’d used on Alexandra. “Are they helping, do you think?” He could see the worry in her, no less than his own, but he could not give the unqualified reassurance he knew she wanted.

      He sighed. “I wish I knew a way to make her immune to compulsion entirely, but in truth I do not think such a thing is possible. However, her resistance is improving, and even a small advantage may be helpful, if the situation arises, which I intend to do all I can to ensure it does not.” The dark shapes of the Indigoes drew his gaze once again.

      She squeezed his hand. “We will do all we can. You’re not solely and wholly responsible for our safety, you know.” He turned towards her, and her grey eyes met his, a challenge in them.

      “My Star,” he said, bowing his head, knowing the non-answer would provoke her.

      She poked him in the ribs. “Wyn!”

      “Very well; I acknowledge your claim on this land and its people.” He could not do otherwise; it was as much a part of her as her pragmatic nature and passion for coffee.

      She huffed, but her eyes sparkled before going distant. “Speaking of this land, I invited a flock of piskies to live in the Tower Room.”

      He gave a startled laugh, and she told him of her day’s adventures.

      “Well, that will certainly be an interesting thing to explain to the new housekeeper,” he mused when she’d finished. The new housekeeper had joined the staff only a month ago. So far, she’d proven a hard-working and pragmatic woman, much less concerned with his fae nature than with him not interfering with her management of the household. Hopefully piskies would be met with a similar attitude.

      One couldn’t see the house from the Stones, but they both looked in that direction anyway. Hetta’s expression tightened. Was she imagining the same scene as him, of one or other of the household coming upon the piskies unprepared? The various obligations they both juggled jostled around them, unspoken but acknowledged.

      We should get back. The words sat on the tip of his tongue, unspoken.

      But Hetta straightened, a steely determination in her expression. “Well, if we’re going to be playing fae politics, we’re going to need more practice.” She smiled, with a hint of wickedness. “Besides, no one knows we’re up here yet.”
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      “This is not what I thought you had in mind when you said ‘practice’,” Wyn groused down at her, the weak spring sunshine glinting in the white-blond of his hair. He stood a few feet from two of the taller Stones, on the opposite side of the hilltop to her. “I thought you wanted to experiment more with your land-sense.”

      “I do, but you’re the one who’s most worried about your control, and this is practice for both of us. Maximum efficiency,” she pointed out from her seat. She drew her feet up and crossed her legs, glad the skirt she’d worn was loose enough to allow it. If she’d known she was likely to be tramping about the estate, she would’ve worn her work trousers. With the sun at its peak above them, it was almost warm, despite the bite in the breeze. Deciding to enjoy it while she could, she shucked off her coat and put it neatly beside her.

      He sighed. “I won’t forgive myself if I electrocute you.”

      “I don’t think that’s at all likely. I have complete faith in you.” And he had to stop hiding from her—and more importantly, from himself—or this thing between them was never going to work, regardless of the soft, sugary happiness that welled up in her whenever she saw him. It seemed to be one of the irrational side-effects of love.

      He eyed the space between them. “Do you realise exactly how unpredictable and powerful my magic has been these past months? How utterly unprepared I was to deal with it? How dangerous I could be if I lost control over it?” His voice had gone tight and angry, not at her but at himself, she knew. In counterpoint to his words, a bumblebee weaved drunkenly around his head before deciding there was no nectar to be had there and continuing on its way.

      “We’re all dealing with new and untried magic. And you’re no more dangerous than I am,” she continued. “Less, on Stariel’s lands, in fact.” A fact she preferred not to dwell on, though it was true enough. On the estate, she had more raw magic at her disposal than anyone, though raw magic was not as useful as, say, insulation or linesmen, when it came down to it.

      “You’ve never accidentally called down lightning,” Wyn argued.

      “You were unprepared then and it was still fine,” she disagreed. “It’s therefore even more likely to be fine now, with both of us prepared.” That was how it had gone the first time his new magic had surfaced unexpectedly: lightning on a clear day, and Stariel snapping it out of the air like a dog catching a stick, leaving both of them wide-eyed with shock, and Hetta’s hair standing on end with the static remnants.

      Wyn took a deep breath and measured the distance between them again. After a moment, he muttered: “I don’t trust my control in this form.” He shrugged out of his coat, folding and placing it on top of the nearest stone. His expression was carefully neutral, which meant he was feeling self-conscious.

      Between one moment and the next, he shed the proper steward and became fae, complete with wings, horns, and pointed ears. It changed the aspect of his face subtly, his features sharpening, the colour of his eyes deepening. Hetta couldn’t help mentally overlaying his two selves, trying to find the man who made her heart sing in the face of the impossibly beautiful prince before her.

      She shook her head; she was being ridiculous. It wasn’t as if Wyn in this form was unappealing—if anything, there was a trueness to him like this. It was only that he was less familiar, and unfamiliarity, she thought matter-of-factly, was a problem easily solved by exposure. Speaking of which⁠—

      “What a pity I had all those shirts specially made for you,” she reflected. The shirts she’d given him as a Wintersol gift were made to accommodate wings and meant that he didn’t need to go bare-chested anymore when he changed shape. Why had she thought that would be a good idea? Wyn’s supply of such shirts had increased over the last few months, so he’d clearly commissioned more, probably feeding the spreading rumours about him, inside the estate and out. But still not any modified coat. Perhaps he didn’t
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In this enchanting conclusion to the Stariel quartet, Hetta and Wyn seek the fae High King’s blessing for their union. But as the Stariel Estate’s magic grows dangerously unpredictable, they face a race against time to save both their home and their future together.
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AN OMINOUS PLANT

WYN ARRIVED PRECISELY on time, but there was no sign of either train or package as he drew the pony cart to a halt, the sudden cease of hoofbeats leaving a hollow absence in the still morning. Fog clung low to the ground, and the dark train tracks disappeared into blankness on either side of the platform. His instincts prickled at the sheer ominousness.

Weather isn’t an omen, not here in the Mortal Realm, he reminded himself. Fog was a perfectly natural phenomenon, the result of damp spring weather and ground-air temperature differentials. Not at all dangerous. But his sense of oncoming doom refused to abate in the face of this excellent logic. Instead, his magic shivered in restless patterns under his skin, as if it knew something he did not, and a faint hint of petrichor hung in the air. He pushed it down, as he had been doing so often lately, smoothing his thumbs over the leather of the reins to steady himself.

The horse snorted, as if it sensed his unease. Or perhaps it merely objected to his proximity. Harder to fool animals than humans; Stariel’s horses had always known there was something wrong with his scent, and it tended to put them a little on edge even though they were accustomed to him.

Out of habit, he checked the sky. A pointless action, even if it hadn’t been obscured by fog, for the moon had set hours ago. Not that he needed to check its phase in any case; he already knew there were still five days left until the moon reached full. 

He shook his head at his own foolishness and climbed down, leaving the pony cart hitched. As he approached Stariel Station, the billowing grey clouds drew eerie shapes around the straight lines of the station. 

Small scuffling noises came from the platform, and he leaned on his leysight to identify the person hidden in the shadow of the ticket office. The sudden awareness made him suck in a breath, not because of the man’s identity—unsurprisingly, the stationmaster, Mr Billington—but because of the heady combination of leysight with land-sense. He still wasn’t used to that, the way the faeland— his faeland, now—surrendered information so freely. 

This is my home now. As always, an uneven murmur of joy and guilt accompanied the thought, the latter beating a name in the hollow beneath his sternum: Cat, Cat, Cat.

Cat, who was trapped because of him.

He called out to the man as he came onto the platform, not wishing to startle him. “Good morning, Mr Billington.”

“Morning, Mr Tempest,” the stationmaster responded cheerfully without turning from the door. There was a snick of the lock tumbling, and the stationmaster froze as if his own words had only just caught up with his ears. His shoulders hunched. “I mean, Your Highness.” 

There was an edge in his tone, halfway between accusation and question. It was the first time the two of them had interacted since Wyn’s identity had come to light—reasonable for the man to be cautious of him, even if it stung a little.

What exactly did Wyn want to achieve here? He could play the coolly distant royal, if needed. Would Hetta want that of him? His heart twisted, worry and wonder twining in equal measure. A few weeks ago, before the world had tilted on its axis and shaken every priority into realignment, he would have known the answer to be a firm negative; Hetta wasn’t a woman with much concern for rank. Now…would there be some advantage in it for her, if he made sure everyone acknowledged his title? An advantage for their child?

Child. The word slid through his mind like ice-water, and he shied from it, mustering a friendly smile for the stationmaster. When in doubt, appear harmless.

“Ah—I see my reputation precedes me.” Wyn wrinkled his nose. “But the formal address is unnecessary. It seems foolish to stand on ceremony, given the length of our acquaintance. And given that you once yelled at me for raiding your plum tree.” That had been Hetta’s idea, not his, years ago, before she’d left Stariel.

The stationmaster’s expression softened. It was difficult to mistrust someone you’d seen young and sticky with fruit stains. “You and every other youth in the county. Including her lordship, if I remember correctly.” He coloured faintly, and Wyn knew he was wondering about Wyn’s relationship with Stariel’s lord. 

Wyn and Hetta hadn’t yet publicly announced an engagement, but they’d unofficially announced their intentions to Hetta’s family, and the Valstars weren’t exactly discreet, though he couldn’t truly blame them in this instance. All of Prydein knew there was something between Hetta and him now.

“They were very superior plums,” he said diplomatically.

“Aye, and still are. This year’s crop looks set to be the best we’ve ever had.” Mr Billington smiled, but there was still a tension to him, and he examined the space behind Wyn as if expecting wings to sprout. You’d know if I were in my fae form, Wyn always felt like telling people. Wings weren’t exactly discreet, and neither were horns. 

I haven’t changed, Wyn wanted to say. Not fundamentally. I’m still just Mr Tempest, good-natured steward, practically human, and certainly nothing to fear. But he couldn’t pretend things were the same as they’d always been. All Prydein now knew who and what he was. There could be no more pretending. “Don’t let me keep you,” he said instead, gesturing at the ticket office. “I am merely awaiting the arrival of some seed barley.” And the other package, of course, but best not to draw attention to that.

“The train’s running late,” Mr Billington said, unnecessarily. He grimaced at the fog. “Not surprising, really. It’s the slick tracks as much as the visibility. Probably be another ten minutes at least.” He let himself into the ticket office. “You’re welcome to come in and wait out of the chill, if you’d like…sir,” he said cautiously, waiting for Wyn’s reaction to the address.

Wyn didn’t particularly feel the cold, but he recognised a peace offering when he saw one. 

“Thank you.” He ducked into the small space even though in truth, he would have preferred to spend the time pacing the length of the platform. A restlessness had hold of him this morning, and his feathers itched under his skin. But continuing to settle the stationmaster’s anxieties was a better use of ten minutes than brooding. He rifled through his memories.

“Tell me, how goes your Johnny?” he asked. “He must be nearly finished with his apprenticeship?” Johnny was the stationmaster’s nephew, and he and his wife doted on the young man. He’d taken an apprenticeship with a cabinetmaker down in Alverness, or so Wyn had heard.

The stationmaster grinned. “Only six months more, he reckons,” he said, and the ten minutes passed quickly as he spoke of his nephew’s accomplishments, his career prospects, and the sweetheart he was apparently courting. Warmth kindled in Wyn’s heart, the reminder of domestic successes and concerns a pleasant one. 

Mr Billington eyed him sidelong. “We’ve told him he needs to finish his apprenticeship before he asks the lass, though—otherwise how will he afford to keep a wife?” 

“Sound advice,” Wyn said, deliberately disingenuous. Can I afford to keep a wife? The question briefly amused him, having never considered it from that angle before—it was a very mortal construct. 

“Of course, we’ve told him he must have care for the girl’s reputation, in the meantime.” 

Oh dear. Well, on the one hand, he couldn’t fault someone for caring about Hetta’s good name. On the other, the judgement in the stationmaster’s expression rankled, since Wyn would have liked very much to announce an official engagement to all and sundry— but the obstacles preventing him from doing so weren’t ones that he could explain in casual conversation.

Firstly, Hetta’s queen is expecting me to return to the capital in the role of King of Ten Thousand Spires before she announces our engagement—and that is no longer possible. Secondly, my own High King needs to grant me permission to marry a mortal—and my godparent still hasn’t returned with word of how to find him, and they told me not to summon them until full moon if they didn’t return earlier. 

Fortunately, the long, mournful blare of the train horn saved him from finding a more sensible response.

“Ah, there she is, eleven minutes late,” the stationmaster said, glancing at the clock with something like satisfaction at his earlier prediction. They both left the ticket office to watch the train roll in.

The engine drew to a halt with a slow grind of brakes, the weight of the iron warping the leylines in a way that made all Wyn’s muscles tense. He forced them to relax. Iron resisted fae magic, but it wasn’t painful. Why should it bother him so much this morning? Perhaps it was only that he was already on edge, and the fog made the train’s emergence vaguely menacing, its lights creating narrow beams in the white.

The train attendants moved briskly, throwing open the doors to the luggage carriage and ferrying the mailbag and other items marked for delivery onto the platform. The attendants closed the doors and hopped back aboard, while the stationmaster walked the length of the train and blew his whistle to sound the all-clear. The train began to move again, pulling away into the fogbank. 

Wyn was scanning for the package of books he’d come for among the train’s leavings when his gaze fell on a small pot plant next to the seed barley. The stationmaster made some remark, but he didn’t hear it over the sudden thunder of his pulse. The stunted, leafless stick of thorns was only a few inches high, black as pitch, but it seemed to suck in what little light there was.

No. 

No, it couldn’t be what it looked like, not here, not now, not sitting in the perfect ordinariness of Stariel Station like a viper. He leaned on his leysight and blinked against the glare of the plant’s magic. His instincts hadn’t been quite as ill-informed as he’d told them. Maybe stormdancers have more foresight than I thought.

Gritting his teeth, he resisted the urge to blast the cursed plant with a lightning bolt. A stiff envelope was tied to the black stem, and as he leant down to examine it, a taste of cherries and beeswax bloomed on the back of his tongue. He knew the signature and wished he did not.

Tearing the envelope free, he stared down at the mocking words written in Princess Sunnika’s hand: I am calling in my debt, Prince Hallowyn.
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