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​Chapter 1: The Tithe
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Briar

The frost doesn’t just coat the windows of our cottage; it tries to scratch its way inside.

It is a living thing tonight. I can hear it, a low, crystalline hiss against the rough-hewn timber of the walls, seeking a crack, a weakness, a way to snuff out the fragile warmth I’ve managed to conjure.

It is Solstice Eve. The longest night. The night the sky tears open and the Old Gods remember they are hungry.

"Briar?"

The whisper comes from beneath the heavy wool blanket on the cot. Bramble. My sister. She is twelve years old, all knobby knees and wide, terrifyingly innocent eyes. She shouldn’t be awake. She should be dreaming of spring flowers and warm bread, not the suffocating dread that hangs over Oakhaven like a shroud.

I turn from the hearth, forcing a smile I do not feel. The fire is dying, the embers glowing a sullen, angry red. It takes every ounce of my restraint not to reach out with my mind and flare them back to life. But I can’t. Not even tonight. Magic is a death sentence in the Mortal Realm, and mine, this burning, restless heat that lives in my marrow, is the most dangerous kind.

"Go back to sleep, Bramble," I say, moving to the bedside. I tuck the blanket tighter around her chin. " The wind is just loud tonight."

"It’s not the wind," she whispers, her hand shooting out to grip my wrist. Her fingers are ice-cold. "The birds stopped singing hours ago. Even the rats are quiet in the walls. They’re coming, aren’t they?"

I freeze. I want to lie to her. I want to tell her that the Wild Hunt is just a story the Elders tell to keep children obedient, a myth to explain away the winter storms. But Bramble isn't stupid. She knows why the village has been stockpiling grain and gold for months. She knows why Elder Thomas looked at her with pity in the market yesterday.

We are a poor village. We have no gold. The grain rotted in the silos three weeks ago.

When a village cannot pay the Tithe in goods, the Hunt takes flesh.

"We are safe here," I promise, the lie tasting like ash on my tongue. "The wardings are strong. The door is barred."

"You’re warm," she murmurs, squeezing my wrist. "You’re always so warm, Briar."

I gently pull my hand away before she notices the unnatural heat radiating from my skin. It’s harder to control tonight. The cold outside is aggressive, a predator seeking a fight, and my magic wants to answer it. It thrums in my blood, a caged animal pacing the bars of my ribs. Let me out, it whispers. Let me burn.

"I’m just near the fire," I say. "Sleep."

I wait until her breathing evens out, though I know it’s a feigned sleep. Then I return to the window. I scrape a small circle in the frost on the glass and peer out.

Oakhaven is a ghost town. The shutters are sealed tight on every house. The cobbled streets are empty, buried under two feet of snow that fell in the span of an hour. The silence is absolute. It’s not a peaceful silence; it’s the silence of a held breath. The silence of prey hoping the predator passes by.

Then, the sky breaks.

It doesn’t thunder. Thunder is a natural sound, a collision of air. This is the sound of reality fracturing. A horn blast tears through the atmosphere, a low, discordant note that vibrates in my teeth and rattles the iron skillet hanging by the stove.

Bhoooooooooom.

My heart slams against my ribs.

"Briar!" Bramble screams, bolting upright.

"Under the bed!" I command, my voice sharp. "Now, Bramble! Do not come out unless I tell you."

She scrambles off the cot, diving into the dusty darkness beneath the frame. I grab the iron poker from the fireplace. It is a pathetic weapon against the Fae, like bringing a toothpick to a landslide, but the weight of it in my hand grounds me.

The horn blows again, closer this time. The sound is accompanied by a new noise, the chaotic, rhythmic thunder of hooves. Hundreds of them. They are not hitting the earth; they are galloping on the wind itself.

Green light floods the cracks in the door. A sick, necrotic green that casts long, twisted shadows across the floorboards.

I back up until I am standing in front of the cot, shielding Bramble’s hiding spot with my body. Please, I pray to gods I don’t believe in. Please let them pass. Take the miller’s cow. Take the blacksmith’s silver. Just pass us by.

The door doesn’t open. It explodes.

The heavy oak planks shatter inward, sending splinters flying like shrapnel. I throw up my arm to shield my face, the iron poker raised.

The wind howls into the cottage, instantly killing the fire. The room plunges into sub-zero temperatures so fast my breath turns to immediate ice crystals in the air.

Standing in the ruin of my doorway is not a monster. It is worse.

It is Elder Thomas.

The village leader is on his knees in the snow, his head bowed so low his nose touches the frozen ground. And standing over him, looming like a statue carved from night and terror, is a rider.

He is seven feet tall, clad in armor that looks like it was forged from black ice. It sucks the light from the room. He wears no helmet, revealing a face that is horrifyingly beautiful, sharp angles, pale skin, and eyes that are entirely black, like pools of oil.

A Fae soldier. One of the Hunt.

"This is the house?" the soldier asks. His voice is a grinding of stones.

Elder Thomas sobs. "Yes. Yes, my lord. The records, the census says two females. Unwed
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