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To dreams and persistence






CHAPTER 
ONE
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LYSSA HEFTED THE bloodstained burlap sack and shoved her way through the door of the Kingmaker, tracking sooty slush on the expensive carpet. She bypassed the line of patrons waiting to be seated, ignoring the ripple of protests that followed in her wake, and made her way to where a pinch-faced headwaiter stood by the entrance to the main dining room. He glanced her way with an automatic, “I’m sorry, miss, you’ll have to…” then faltered, his expression landing somewhere between disgust and horror as the sight of her sank in. The trio of ladies he had been speaking to turned—as well as they could in forty pounds of petticoats, layered skirts, steel-boned corsets, and starched collars, anyway—and glared at her. Their eyes skated right over the bloody bag in Lyssa’s arms, seeming to find her mud-spattered pants and unkempt braids far more objectionable.

It was too bad no one had ever figured out how to feed off the disdain of the rich; the downtrodden would never go hungry again.

“Servants’ entrance is ’round back,” the headwaiter barked at her before apologizing profusely to the women. “I am dreadfully sorry about that, they never seem to learn…”

Lyssa trudged back out into the frigid air, where her bullmastiff, Brandy, was waiting. His tail started up like a metronome when he saw her.

“Around back, I guess,” she told him, and together they picked their way carefully down the dark side alley, the pavement made treacherous with ice, until they reached the servants’ entrance. Lyssa rapped on the door and waited until it was thrown open by a harassed-looking cook with a startlingly familiar face. Richard Miller, one of the city’s innumerable orphans, and a member of Lyssa’s childhood gang. He was all grown up now—as was she—but she would have recognized that crooked nose splashed with freckles anywhere.

“Dickie?” Lyssa shoved his shoulder with mock playfulness, trying to hide the shock of seeing him again after so long. “I didn’t know you worked here!” If she had, she would have chosen somewhere else to do this.

“Lyssa?!” He wrapped her in an awkward one-armed hug, carefully avoiding the sack she was carrying. He didn’t seem to notice the gore, or maybe he just didn’t care. That was cooks for you, completely unfazed when it came to blood and animal parts. “It’s been an age! The boys and I all wondered what happened to you, after…” His grin faded. “Listen, I’m really sorry about Eddie. We all were.”

Hearing her brother’s name on someone else’s lips, after more than a decade of mourning him alone, was like an unexpected punch to the gut. She sucked in a sharp breath, suddenly nauseous.

“Thanks, Dickie,” she said, forcing the words past the lump in her throat. “That means a lot. Hey—I’m here to see Mary. She in?”

“Sure, she’s here.” He opened the door wider to let her into the chaos of the kitchens. Lyssa scraped the soles of her boots on the stoop before stepping into the heat, her face prickling with pain as the feeling returned to her nose. Brandy followed her inside, raising his snout to sniff appreciatively at all of the tantalizing smells clinging to the air.

“That the same dog?” Dickie asked, shutting the door behind them.

“Same dog.”

He let out a low whistle. “He’s got to be—what? Going on seventeen?”

“Fifteen.” She clapped him on the shoulder. “But counting never was your strong suit, was it?”

Dickie grinned. “Feels like longer since I’ve seen you. How’s that even possible, though? I thought dogs that big … you know.” He thumped his heart with a fist. “Gave out early.”

Lyssa made herself smile back. “He’s like me—hard to kill.” She wrestled the burlap sack into a more comfortable position, adding a fresh smear to her already-filthy shirt in the process. The bottom of the bag was blooming with fresh damp, which meant the bundle inside must have soaked through its wrappings again. She always forgot just how juicy these things were, even weeks after they were dead. “Can you go get Mary? I’ve got something needs doing, and soon.”

“Hey, Turnip!” Dickie shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth so that his voice would carry over the clatter of pans and the shouts of the other cooks. “Go fetch Mary, will you? And hurry up!” One of the kitchen boys saluted him and dashed out. Dickie turned back to Lyssa, nose wrinkling as he nodded at the sack in her arms. “What is that, anyway?”

Lyssa rocked on her heels. “Beets.”

“Bullshit. You think I don’t know what beets smell like? Come on, tell me what you’re up to. Or is Lyssa Cadogan too good for her old pal Dickie now?”

It took an effort to keep the stupid grin plastered on her face, so that he wouldn’t sense the hurt he had caused. She hadn’t heard Cadogan in a long, long time. Not since her brother had died and she’d started using Carnifex instead—which simply meant “butcher” in the old scholar’s tongue. “You know William Clarke? Of Clarke and Sons?”

Dickie spat on the floor and ground the gob with the toe of his boot. “Yeah, I know him. What do you want with the bastard?”

“He owes me money. And I’m going to make him pay.”

Her old friend eyed her, and she could see the assessment in his gaze. That skinny-but-vicious child he had known, almost feral in her rage, was now nearing six feet, her biceps straining the fabric of her shirtsleeves, her shoulders broad and thick with muscle. And then there was the double-barreled percussion pistol at her hip, and the enormous bullmastiff by her side.

“I don’t doubt that for a second,” he said with a wink, though it quickly turned into a grimace when he noticed the rusty brown fluid now dripping from Lyssa’s burlap sack onto the floor. “And afterwards, maybe you could help me mop up.”

The doors from the main dining hall burst open, and Mary came bustling in on the heels of the kitchen boy, her cheeks flushed and her starched cap askew, straw-colored hair escaping in wild curls. Her face brightened when she saw Lyssa.

“Perfect timing. He’s being especially awful today.” She grabbed an empty serving cart and wheeled it over, dodging a cook wrestling with a live chicken and a boy struggling to carry a tray bigger than he was. “Dickie, love, hand me a tablecloth and a covered platter—yes, that big one.”

Lyssa nudged the bottom shelf of the cart with her boot. “Brandy, up.” The bullmastiff obeyed, squeezing his bulk onto the metal shelf with a grunt and curling up with his head on his paws. “Good boy.”

Mary covered the cart with a white cloth, hiding the dog from view, and placed the platter in the center. Meanwhile, Lyssa set down her burlap sack with a wet squelch, lifting out the bloodstained bundle inside. The kitchen staff had gathered around in a loose ring by now, and watched her unwrap the severed head of the troll she had killed last week. Death had only made it slimier and more putrid; it smelled like rotting fish shoved into a barrel of brine and left out in the sun to bake for days. The treated cloth she had wound around it had been the only thing keeping the worst of the odor at bay, and the staff made a collective sound of disgust as the stench escaped.

Dickie’s face turned the pale gray of workhouse gruel. “What in the Blessed Lady’s name is that?” he asked as Lyssa set the head down on the platter and arranged some lettuce leaves and lemon wedges around it artfully.

Surefire way to spot a city boy: he’d never seen a faerie with his own eyes before. There was too much iron—poison to their kind—in a place like Warham. What few of them remained kept to the gnarled forests and ancient lakes, a problem for the shepherds and farmers, mostly. But with the cities expanding farther into the countryside every year because of industrialists like William Clarke, they would soon be wiped out altogether. Lady willing.

Lyssa was happy to do whatever she could to help … though not for free. Not when the men employing her were almost as rich as the king himself.

“This,” she said, plumping the lettuce around the severed head, “is one of the monsters our grandmothers warned us about.”

“Like … like that thing that killed Eddie?”

There was that punch in the gut again. “No,” she said lightly, covering the head with the platter’s polished silver lid. It did nothing to improve the smell. “This is just a river troll.”

The thing that had killed her brother was far worse—not a faerie, but a monster made by the faeries for the sole purpose of slaughtering humans. Someone like Dickie wouldn’t know the difference, though, any more than Lyssa would know an oyster fork from a salad fork. The newspapers these days acted like stray goblins were just as dangerous as something like the Beast of Buxton Fields, giving them all equally sensationalized headlines, and since he hadn’t been there that night …

Well. If he had been, he’d be dead, too, and he still wouldn’t know the difference between a troll and a Hound.

“What are you doing with its head?” he asked.

“She’s the Butcher,” Mary hissed, as though Lyssa would take offence to his ignorance.

Dickie’s brows shot up, and he looked Lyssa over with a new appreciation in his eyes. “The Butcher, huh? Have you heard what the papers say about you?”

“I have.” That the Butcher was eight feet tall. That she could rip a man’s head off with her bare hands. That she was—alternately—half monster herself, or some kind of savior. Either way, it had been agreed upon that she was not entirely human. The details seemed to depend on what she had done to get into the news that day, and who had paid for the article. The only thing they’d gotten right was that she killed faeries for money, and that she was good at it.

“So, that head,” Dickie said. “You … cut it off yourself?”

“I did.” Lyssa nodded at the now-covered platter. “This troll was living under a bridge Mr. Clarke wants to tear down. It took a lot of work to kill it for him, and now he thinks he can short me on the payment. Either he gives me what he owes me today, or he leaves here with a belly full of rotting troll brains.”

The staff clapped and whistled at that.

Mary tossed Lyssa an apron and a cap. “Better get moving, then. He’s in and out today, on account of some big meeting this afternoon. Got an earful while I was pouring his wine.”

Lyssa tied the apron on over her filthy clothes and tucked her braids up into the cap. “Ready, Brandy?” she asked, and there was a woof of assent from behind the cloth draping the cart.

Lyssa wheeled the serving cart through the swinging double doors and out into the main dining room, blinking in the overpowering glow of the Kingmaker’s newfangled electric lights. She had only just gotten used to gas lamps by the time something even brighter had come along to replace them, and the intensity dazzled her for a moment before she managed to shake it off.

The hideous odor emanating from beneath the covered platter invaded the room almost instantly, and the murmur of polite conversation and the gentle clink of silverware ceased abruptly in its wake.

“Apologies,” Lyssa announced to the sea of wrinkled noses and scandalized faces now turned toward her. “Delicacy from overseas, incredibly rare and expensive. I understand the fragrance may be offensive to most of you—it takes a true connoisseur to appreciate. I’ll be out of your air in a moment, I assure you.” As she wound her way through the dining room, a handful of people hailed their waiters and demanded that the same delicacy be brought to their tables immediately.

“They’d eat goblin shit if they thought it was in vogue,” Lyssa muttered to Brandy.

The private booths were in the back, away from the barely upper-class riffraff in the main dining room. The booths were completely enclosed, the mahogany walls polished to a blinding shine. Lyssa opened the door to the largest booth and backed the cart in, Mr. Clarke already hurling reprimands at her.

“—took you so long? I have been waiting for a full fifteen minutes for your return, and I am not accustomed to—”

“Mary had to step out for a moment,” Lyssa said brightly, kicking the door closed and maneuvering the cart so that it was perpendicular to the table.

Whatever else he was not accustomed to, William Clarke was most certainly not accustomed to being interrupted by the waitstaff. He glared at her, clutching his roast beef sandwich so hard the meat was beginning to slide out from between the bread. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, exposing forearms covered in more hair than now resided on his head, and he had a napkin tucked into the collar of his shirt to protect his finely embroidered waistcoat from the au jus dribbling down his chin.

“What is this? What is that stench? And who are you?” Mr. Clarke demanded, finally seeming to register the bloody button-up shirt and mud-splattered pants beneath Lyssa’s apron, far outside the usual dress code imposed upon the Kingmaker’s female staff.

Lyssa tapped the toe of her boot against the metal leg of the serving cart, and Brandy slipped out from beneath the cloth, taking up a position to Lyssa’s right.

“You brought a dog into my booth?” Mr. Clarke sputtered. “No wonder that cart smells so foul.”

Brandy growled low in his throat at that, his hackles rising.

“You asked me who I am,” Lyssa said with a grin, tearing the ridiculous cap from her head and letting her long, messy braids tumble down her back. “My name is Lyssa Carnifex. Some call me the Butcher.”

Clarke’s expression soured. “The bounty hunter we hired to get rid of the troll at Prince’s Pass? What do you want?” He shook his head, waving her off with greasy fingers. “No, no. Forget I asked. Whatever it is, my office will handle it. I have far more pressing matters to attend to at the moment—finishing this sandwich, for example.”

Lyssa snatched the sandwich out of his hand and took a bite before tossing the rest to Brandy, who swallowed it whole.

“Now you don’t have a sandwich, so my thing takes precedence.”

Clarke slammed his hands down on the table, rattling the silverware. “How dare you, you insolent bitch!”

“You can afford to have another one delivered to you later, I’m sure. Right now, you and I have business to discuss.”

“I told you, my office will handle it!” he roared.

“I have already been to your office,” Lyssa explained slowly, rolling up her shirtsleeves to expose the tattoos on her forearms: Ungharad’s flaming sword on her right, and a butcher’s cleaver crossed with a blacksmith’s hammer on the left. “They were unable to assist me.”

“So they sent you here?” Clarke snapped, and in his expression Lyssa saw the promise of hell to pay. But her squabble was not with this man’s long-suffering secretary or cowering accountant, and she refused to let them be punished for telling her where to find him.

“They didn’t send me anywhere, Mr. Clarke. I am a hunter. A good one. And you made for very easy prey.” She blew a stray hair out of her face. “You know, you should think about changing up your routine a little. A man with your wealth can afford to be spontaneous once in a while. Variety is the spice of life, after all. Isn’t that what they say?”

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“I want what I am owed.” She removed the lid from the covered platter and dumped the troll’s head onto Mr. Clarke’s plate. Slime and au jus went flying, spattering every inch of the tablecloth—and Mr. Clarke. So much for the napkin.

Clarke tore said napkin from his collar and threw it on the floor. “You—”

“Your office refused to pay me what was advertised,” Lyssa spat. “They said the amount had been set at your behest, and they hadn’t the authority to give me a penny more.”

“What are you talking about? I didn’t—”

“No?” Lyssa pulled the bounty advert out of her shirt pocket, the paper crinkled with dried troll blood, and unfolded it slowly before slapping it down on the table. “Here is the price that was advertised.” She took out the check she had received from Mr. Clarke’s office and slapped it down beside the flyer. “Here is what your accountant gave me.”

He looked at her incredulously. “B-but the difference is only a shilling!”

“A shilling I earned,” she growled, her anger spiking at only. A shilling meant a hot meal with good meat in it. A place to sleep out of the cold. And the more shillings she collected from rich assholes, the more jobs she could do for destitute widows free of charge.

“But—”

“One thing you must understand, Mr. Clarke,” Lyssa said, putting the check back into her pocket, “is that I do not forget or forgive those who have wronged me. Robbing me—even of a shilling—is a tremendous wrong, in my book, and I suggest you balance our account while I am still willing to accept late payment. After that…” Lyssa grabbed the back of his head and forced his nose to the bounty advert. She unsheathed one of her knives with her other hand and slammed the point into the table an inch from his face, pinning the paper to the wood. “I will take something of equivalent value from you. Like your head. I am quite good at cutting them off, you see.” She forced him to turn, so that he was looking at the faerie monster she had killed for him and his suspension bridge. Its tongue pressed against his mouth, and he let out a whimper. “Or perhaps I could make you into something more useful than a mere trophy. The rest of this troll is being stitched into a coat as we speak. But you have a nice hide as well, supple and smooth.” She caressed his cheek with the back of her hand, and he flinched violently. “Would you like to be a new set of gloves? A pair of boots? Oh, I know! Undergarments! So that you can kiss my ass all day long.”

“All right,” Clarke gasped. Lyssa let go of him and he sat up, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his expensive shirt. “I … I don’t have anything on me. I do most of my business on credit. But if you come by my office tomorrow—”

“Not good enough, Mr. Clarke. Brandy?” she said sweetly, and the bullmastiff’s ears pricked up at the indication of a command to follow. “Kill this man. Try to leave enough of him intact for undergarments.”

“Wait!” Clarke cried, cringing when Brandy growled at him. “T-take the silverware! A single fork is worth more than a shilling!”

Lyssa leaned against the table, her face an inch from his, and he shrank from her. “This establishment is not in my debt. You are.” A feral smile split her face as she looked him over. “Give me your belt, and we’ll call it square.”

He fumbled with the belt and surrendered it to her without argument. It was a fine thing, tooled with an elaborate, interlocking pattern of stylized wolves, the buckle genuine silver. Worth far more than all the forks in the entire restaurant, but Clarke’s expression suggested that he deemed the cost justified, if it meant this would be the last he saw of her.

Lyssa slung the belt over one shoulder, like she had just won a prizefight. “A pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Clarke,” she said, plucking her knife out of the table and saluting him with it. “Think of me the next time you have a faerie that needs killing.”






CHAPTER 
TWO
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THE STREETS OF Warham were bustling, despite the cold. Lyssa strode down Hollyhock Avenue, picking stray pieces of rosemary from her teeth with a sliver of bone. She had pilfered a whole roast chicken and two treacle tarts from one of the tables on their way out of the Kingmaker, and had shared the meat with Brandy while they waited for the pawnbroker to assess the value of William Clarke’s belt. One of the tarts kept them occupied while the tailor put the finishing touches on Lyssa’s new troll-fur coat, and the second one went surreptitiously to the tailor’s assistant, who looked all of ten years old and was far too thin.

The indignant diner Lyssa had stolen the food from was one of the Billingsly boys—he and his brothers had thrown stones at Lyssa and Eddie once when they were children—and when he objected, threatening to have her thrown in jail for larceny, she’d plopped the troll’s head into his lap. A bit of slime on his clothing was the least he deserved; the torrent of vomit that had followed was merely a delightful bonus she hadn’t anticipated.

All in all, the afternoon had been quite a success.

“This coat was an excellent investment,” Lyssa said as she and Brandy made their way to the post office on Fifth Street, stowing the bone she had been using as a toothpick in her pocket along with the others she had saved from the roast. Usually, she would be stuck in the ever-present crowd, carried along in the current of bodies, pushing and shoving to no avail. That was the way of Warham, whether you were a pauper or a lawyer or a woman with a pistol at her hip and a terrifying array of knives hidden on her person. But the stench of death still clinging to the late troll’s fur had everyone scrambling to get out of Lyssa’s path. “I think it’s my favorite possession.”

Brandy yowled in displeasure, and she frowned down at him.

“I don’t own you, silly. You’re my friend.”

Her only friend, these days.

The bell above the post office door jingled merrily as Lyssa stepped inside.

“You stink worse than usual today, Carnifex,” the postmaster’s wife said by way of greeting, waving a brown hand bedecked with rings in front of her nose dramatically.

“Hello, Rosaline,” Lyssa said, leaning her elbows against the counter.

“Absolutely not,” Rosaline said, whacking Lyssa’s arm with a stack of bounty flyers waiting to be tacked to the board beside the mailboxes. “Get that filthy sleeve off my counter.”

“What’s the fuss, my sweet little—oh dear gods above,” Postmaster Jude said as he came out of the back room. “Have you been rolling in shit, love? Or is it the dog?”

Brandy made an indignant sound at the suggestion.

“This coat was a troll a few days ago,” Lyssa said brightly. She pulled her money bag out of one of the pouches on her belt and extracted a few coins from it. As she had suspected, Mr. Clarke’s belt had been worth a ridiculous sum; when added to the amount she’d gotten from cashing the bounty check, she had made out quite well for only a few weeks of work. She’d given a healthy cut to Mary, for helping to arrange Lyssa’s meeting with the building magnate, as well as a bit for Dickie, for old times’ sake. Afterward, there had been plenty left over to pay the tailor, and her mailbox fee, and a few other expenses besides. “Here’s the next twelve months up front.” She slid the coins across the counter, and Rosaline noted the amount in her ledger before depositing them in the lockbox.

“You made a coat out of a troll?” Jude shook his head. “Do you want to send people running when you get within a mile?”

“That’s the idea,” Lyssa said with a grin, crossing to the rows of mailboxes and unlocking hers. She liberated the mass of letters shoved inside and flicked through them quickly, the knot in her stomach easing once she had confirmed that none sported her father’s handwriting on the front. Strangely, most of them had the same return sender noted on the envelope: Alderic Casimir de Laurent, with an address in Bleakhaven. “You should have seen us,” she said, dumping the letters in the drawstring bag her new coat had come in. “We practically flew here from Main, didn’t we, Brandy?”

Rosaline rolled her eyes. “Before I forget, there’s more for you that wouldn’t fit in the box.” She got up and disappeared into the back room for a moment, then trundled out again with a basket full of envelopes and newspapers.

“What’s all that?” Lyssa asked, raising her brows. She tried to keep her voice light, but the tightness had returned to the pit of her stomach.

“That’s what happens when you only pick up your mail once a year.”

“Oh. Right.” Sometimes she forgot that what had only been a month or two to her was often substantially more in the mortal world. That was what she got for living in a strange liminal realm when she wasn’t killing faeries, she supposed. The days out here passed by in a blink, leaving her in the dust.

“You know, love, this sort of thing would be a lot easier if you registered an actual address with the postal service, so that we could bring your mail directly to you,” Jude said gently.

Lyssa snorted. “That would be easier, if I had an address to register. But I don’t.” Not one the mail coaches could find, anyway. She shoved the rest of her mail into the drawstring bag and started to lean against the counter, but Rosaline swatted her again.

“Uh-uh. No. Get out. That stink is giving me a headache.”

“But Rosaline—”

“Don’t ‘but Rosaline’ me. That coat is never again allowed on the premises, as of the moment you set foot outside. So if you want to peruse the bounties or get your mail, you’re going to have to leave that hideous thing in whatever hole you crawl out of each morning.”

“But—”

“I said no buts, girl.”

Lyssa turned her pleading eyes to Jude, but he shook his head.

“Rosaline’s rule is law,” he said, “and I’m inclined to agree with this one.”

“Fine. See you next time. Without the coat,” Lyssa promised, when Rosaline opened her mouth to argue.

Brandy let out a whine the moment they left the pleasant warmth of the post office. Lyssa knelt and wrapped her arms around his neck, planting a kiss on his cheek. “I know it’s cold, darling, but we have one more stop to make. Okay?” He woofed, and she kissed him again before setting off.

Troll-fur coat notwithstanding, it took forever to get to the far eastern edge of the city, where the Hagswood used to border Warham. The forest was gone now, thank the Lady, but the old fairground—the place where Lyssa’s brother and so many others had died that night—was still there, converted into a memorial park to honor the victims of the massacre. The black iron gates were propped open, headstones and statues dotting the frost-rimed grass beyond, blobs of color here and there where families had left flowers.

“I should have brought something,” Lyssa murmured. “I never remember to bring anything.”

Brandy whined, as if to reassure her, but it didn’t work. Grief and guilt were already closing in, overwhelming her like they always did when she came to this place. She wrapped her arms around herself and stared at the brass plaque on the gate post. IN LOVING MEMORY OF THOSE TAKEN FROM US BY THE BEAST OF BUXTON FIELDS, JUNE 20, 1876.

The Beast of Buxton Fields. Before that it had been the Terror of Trottingham, and before that, the Monster of Mill Road, names piling up along with the bodies as the creature slaughtered its way across the Ibyrnikan Isle over the past two centuries. Most people called it That Thing—afraid that speaking any of its names would somehow invoke it—but to Lyssa it would always be “the Beast.” The horror that had shaped her life into something she hardly recognized, and still haunted her nightmares almost thirteen years later.

It was getting dark now, and someone would come along to close the gates soon. But it didn’t matter. Lyssa wouldn’t be leaving the same way she had come in, anyway. There were certain places where the border between worlds was thin, and crossing the threshold was easier. Buxton Fields happened to be one of those places.

She entered the park and followed the winding concrete path until she got to Eddie’s grave marker, the lichen-crusted stone kissed by dying light. It had been paid for by some charity or temple, and said only: EDMUND CADOGAN II, GONE TOO SOON.

Edmund. He would have hated that. Their father’s name. The sight of it brought the sting of shame to Lyssa’s eyes; it was evidence of one of her many failures as a sister. She should have been the one to pay for her brother’s headstone. She should have been the one to dress his mangled body for burial, the one to say the rights and cover Eddie’s eyes with the proper fare for the riverman, the one to toss the first fistful of dirt into the grave. Instead, she’d gone running after the monster that had killed him, and accidentally stumbled into the liminal realm that separated her world from Faerie. By the time she had come back again, he had already been in the ground for days.

Lyssa knelt before the headstone and traced the asphodel flowers engraved above his name with her fingers. Brandy sat beside her, pressing his warm body against hers.

“Hey, Eddie,” she murmured. “Sorry it’s been so long since I’ve come to see you.” She never knew what to say to him. Felt sort of stupid for saying anything at all. But it would be weirder to sit here in silence, her thoughts fluttering around uselessly in her head. Maybe he couldn’t hear her when she spoke to him out loud, but he certainly couldn’t read her mind. “I’ve been busy, you know? Killing faeries. I still haven’t found the Beast, but it can’t hide from me forever.” She rubbed the scar on her palm, an oath made in blood. “I … I saw Dickie today. He said he was sorry about what happened. He’s all grown up now. Handsome. Works at the Kingmaker. Absolutely reeks of pomade. Lady Bright, you would have given him shit for that.” She laughed, but it died in her throat. Seeing Dickie today had thrown her. He was a reminder of all the things Eddie would never have—a grown-up life, a future stretching out before him. Instead, her brother’s body had long since rotted beneath the grass she now knelt on.

How different would things have been, if she hadn’t made him take her to the circus that night? Would he and Dickie still be friends? Would they all be working at that restaurant together, as inseparable as they had always been, complaining about their rich-asshole patrons over pints of stout once their shifts had ended?

She shook her head, angry at herself. She might as well wonder what things would have been like if her mother hadn’t died, if her father had never dumped them at the workhouse before fleeing the country and his debts. Those were things Eddie had forbidden her from ever thinking about. It was pointless to look back when the past would never change. Better to look ahead, to push relentlessly forward. Give yourself five minutes to break, he had always told her when things went bad. Then shove your pain down deep, where no one can see it, and keep going.

But it was hard not to look back, when she had dedicated her life to avenging the past.

She rubbed the scar on her left palm again. “I miss you,” she whispered, and leaned forward to press her forehead against the cold stone.

Oh yeah? What do you miss about me? She imagined him saying. Go on. Let me bask in your adoration.

There were a thousand things, of course. The countless invisible threads that made up the tapestry of a relationship: the language of siblings, references only they understood, half-remembered jokes only they found funny. She missed his smile—not the grin he used on the people he was charming out of their money, but the one he saved just for her, for those quiet moments when the nights were so cold they had to huddle together for warmth, their breath fogging the air. The smile that said you’re a nuisance but I’m glad you’re with me. It was a smile Lyssa imagined all brothers bestowed upon their sisters like a blessing, and she wished now that she had answered each one with I love you, too.

She missed having someone to huddle beside in this cold, unforgiving world, someone who would share his warmth with her simply because they were family, and because he loved her despite her sharp edges.

Their friends would say they missed Eddie because he was funny, and kind. But he was so much more than that.

He was everything.

And the Beast had taken him from her.

“Lyssa?” a voice said behind her, and in an instant she was on her feet, her pistol in her hand, Brandy growling beside her.

Lyssa’s father stepped into the light of the gas lamp at the edge of the cement walkway. He was clutching a bouquet of flowers in one hand and a creased photograph of their family in the other, taken before Lyssa’s mother had died. Before everything went to shit.

“What are you doing here?” Lyssa demanded. She didn’t lower her pistol. “I thought you were in Westgate.” She had gotten immense satisfaction from seeing Warham’s worst debtors’ prison listed as the return address on his last few letters. Had gotten even more satisfaction from burning what were probably pleas to help him, to pay for his release, unopened.

“I got out six months ago,” her father said. “I’ve been visiting Eddie every week since, to make up for lost time.” He looked old and frail now, his hair graying, dark circles beneath his eyes, the blood vessels in his nose broken from a lifetime of drink. He was thin, too, the muscular frame he’d had as a younger man sagging, his shoulders stooped.

But he wasn’t in rags. He was dressed in the clothes of a clerk, as if he had just gotten off work. The realization released claws of cold fury in Lyssa’s stomach, inching their way toward her throat. He should be suffering, as his children had suffered. Sleeping on the street with discarded newspapers for blankets, as they had often done.

“You don’t deserve to mourn him,” Lyssa snapped. “It’s your fault he’s dead.”

That wasn’t entirely true. It was her fault, too. If she hadn’t goaded Eddie into trying to win the prize money for killing some faerie-made monster in a cage, he would still be alive. But their father was the reason they’d been that desperate to begin with.

Lyssa’s father seemed to fold in on himself, the bouquet drooping as his shoulders slumped. “I know.”

The admission surprised her, but she didn’t lower her pistol. Didn’t respond.

“I’ve been trying to find you,” he said, his voice quavering. “Since before they put me in Westgate. Since I realized your name wasn’t listed with Eddie’s on the memorial wall. I had almost given up when I saw an article about the Butcher in the paper. You may have changed your last name, but I knew it was you.” Those words were accompanied by a disapproving frown that only stoked her fury. As if he had any right to be disappointed that she’d wanted to cut all ties to him.

“How?” she demanded.

“Lyssa Carnifex, the most vicious woman in all of Ibyrnika, hunting the kinds of monsters that took Eddie’s life? It wasn’t too difficult to figure out. You always did have a temper, and when it came to protecting your brother…” He shook his head. “I sent letters to the post office box listed in the article, but I never heard back. I—”

“Save your stamps,” she said through clenched teeth. “I burn anything with your name on it unread.”

“I just want to talk,” he said, spreading his arms wide. Petals drifted from the flowers in the bouquet, scattering at his feet. “I want to apologize for—”

“I will never accept an apology from you,” Lyssa said. “I don’t want to talk to you, I don’t want to see you, I don’t want any more of your fucking letters. Do you understand me? You died the moment you left us at that workhouse, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Lyssa, please. I didn’t know what else to do.” Her father took a step forward, and she cocked her gun.

“Don’t think I won’t put a bullet in your heart,” she warned him, and he froze. “If you ever see me here again, you are to leave without speaking to me. Swear it.”

“I … I swear,” he said, defeated.

“Good.” She turned on her heel, whistling to Brandy, and plunged deeper into the park, where the light of the gas lamps didn’t reach, walking as quickly as she could until she got to the stone wall bordering the far edge. It was almost double her height, and engraved with a complete list of the Beast’s victims. Lyssa leaned her back against it and let out a shaky breath, unnerved by how present her past was today. It felt like a warning, somehow—but she wasn’t about to sit out here in the cold, picking it apart at the seams. She hitched her drawstring bag full of letters and newspapers up higher on her shoulder and secured her pistol in its holster.

“Ready to go home, Brandy?” she asked, and the bullmastiff huffed a heavy sigh in response. A pang of worry squeezed Lyssa’s heart. Every trek back into this world aged her beloved friend, and he was already older than any normal dog his size should be, as Dickie had pointed out. She knew she should stop bringing him along, but he hated to be left behind, and her resolve to do the right thing for him always crumbled at his first anxious whine.

Looking over her shoulder to make sure her father hadn’t followed her, she reached into one of the pouches on her belt and pulled out a stick of white chalk. She drew three lines on the stone wall, forming the rough shape of a door, followed by a knob. Then she tucked the chalk back into her pouch and knocked. The lines she had drawn began to glow, and the Door swung open.

Lyssa stepped over the threshold, into the forest on the other side.






CHAPTER 
THREE
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IT WAS GOLDEN and warm in the Witch’s Wood, a sleepy summer’s day entirely at odds with the cruel winter still clinging to Warham. Dust motes drifted lazily in the air, and a curious bee bumbled around Lyssa’s head as she stepped through the stone archway that acted as a gate between this place and the world she had just left behind.

Brandy barked happily and bounded ahead, the magic already beginning to leech away the ache of old age from his bones. Lyssa breathed in the heady floral aroma of the woods, sun-drenched and green, and felt her own pains begin to subside—the soreness in her muscles from weeks of tracking and eventually killing the river troll; the ache in her heart that visiting her brother always brought on, the old wound made worse by the confrontation with her father.

By the time she got to the clearing where the witch Ragnhild had built her home, Lyssa felt stronger. Steadier. Shove your pain down deep, where no one can see it, and keep going.

Ragnhild’s cottage was a quaint, thatch-roofed thing, with a deep covered porch and diamond-paned windows propped open to let in the breeze. Behind it, just before the tree line resumed, was the smithy where Lyssa worked and slept whenever she wasn’t out on a job. In the mortal world, she would rather sleep on a city street than next to a forest, but Ragnhild had long ago killed the faeries hiding in the Witch’s Wood—she and Lyssa were of a mind when it came to that—and had deemed it safe.

Lyssa climbed the porch steps, careful not to knock over any of the little ceramic herb pots crowding them, and let herself into the cottage. Brandy had already made himself comfortable in his straw-stuffed bed by the hearth, and was working on the beef-hide chew he had left behind.

There was a foul odor clinging to the air in the kitchen, sour and bitter and burnt. Ragnhild’s apprentice, Nadia, was crouched on one of the rickety wooden chairs around the table, knees pulled up to her chest, her long black hair hanging around her face as she tied knots in a silk cord for one spell or another. Her face was screwed up in concentration, dark eyes darting between the cord and the open book lying on the table. The pages were covered in scrawled symbols and cramped handwriting in a language Lyssa didn’t know.

“You smell,” Nadia said without looking up.

“So do you.” Lyssa dug into the pocket of her coat and pulled out the chicken bones she had saved, slapping them down on the table.

“What are those?”

“Bones.”

“I know that,” Nadia said, with the perfect eye-roll that every teenage girl seemed to master instinctively when they hit puberty. “Why are you giving them to me?”

“To practice with.” Lyssa hefted her drawstring bag up higher on her shoulder.

Nadia looked at her with disgust. “I can’t practice on your leftovers,” she sneered. “Carving bones is a sacred art form. Your saliva will desecrate it.”

Ragnhild trundled into the room, stray leaves sticking out of the steel-gray thicket of her hair, the soles of her bare feet dark with dirt. The witch’s wizened face split into a smile when she saw Lyssa. “The brute has returned, which means she has coin in her pockets! Ooo! Chicken bones!” She swiped them from the table and held them up, squinting at them. “These will be perfect for Nadia to practice on!”

Lyssa grinned at the apprentice, who glared at her in response.

“How much did you bring me?” Rags asked as she stowed the chicken bones in a jar by the sink, to be cleaned and dried before they went into the cupboard where the rest of the witches’ supplies were kept.

Lyssa pulled out the pouch of coins and tossed it to her. Ragnhild tested its weight in her palm as if she could count the number of coins by clink and heft alone.

“Is that all?” she asked with a frown.

“Minus expenses.”

“Expenses, expenses. Are the fancy chocolates you never deign to share with us considered expenses, hm?” Rags tucked the coin pouch into one of the pockets of her apron. “It’ll feed us for a little while, anyway. Nadia, I want you to go through the Gate soon.”

“Why doesn’t Lyssa ever have to go get groceries?” Nadia grumbled.

“Because I bring in the money,” Lyssa told her. “If you want to spend an afternoon hacking off a troll’s head, be my guest. I’d be happy to do the shopping for a change.”

“Sit, sit,” Rags said, ignoring their bickering. “Let me brew you some tea.”

“No, thank you. I just came to drop off the coin.”

Ragnhild’s face fell. “I see. Well, we’re having roast lamb for dinner, if you’d care to join us.”

“Thanks, but I have food in the smithy.”

“You’d rather eat tinned sardines than my roast lamb?” the witch said, sounding flabbergasted.

“You never use enough salt.”

Rags waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, pah! Salt is expensive, and doesn’t deserve the lofty reputation it enjoys. Just wait until you try the mint jelly!”

Lyssa sighed. “It’s been a long couple of weeks, Rags. I just want to be alone.”

“But—”

“Oh, let her go,” Nadia said with a smirk. “Lyssa has her own life, you know. She’s far too busy cutting out newspaper articles and reading romance novels to have any time for us.”

Lyssa scowled, her face growing hot with anger. “I told you to stay out of my smithy.”

Nadia stuck her tongue out at Lyssa. “It’s not your smithy, it’s Ragnhild’s smithy, and she asked me to clean it. Absolutely filthy. The cobwebs, I mean, not your books, though they did seem a bit—”

“Rags,” Lyssa started, but the witch didn’t let her finish.

“Stop it, you two!” Rags snapped. “Nadia, don’t be a pest. Lyssa, if you don’t want us going in there, you have to keep it clean. I will not tolerate filth. The cobwebs, I mean—read whatever books you want to, dear.”

“Ungharad’s flaming sword,” Lyssa said through clenched teeth. “I don’t even know why I bother staying here when I could rent a room in the city and not have to deal with you two.”

Ragnhild’s face softened. “Oh, don’t be like that. It’s just that we’re worried about you.”

“I’m not worried,” Nadia muttered, going back to her cord-spell.

“You work so much,” Rags said, ignoring her apprentice. “You deserve a nice meal and some rest, once in a while.”

“I’ll rest when every last faerie is dead,” Lyssa said.

Nadia muttered something under her breath as she picked at a difficult knot in her cord, scowling at it like she was trying to disintegrate it with her eyes. But Lyssa didn’t care about whatever snide comment the little witch had made. She turned on her heel and strode to the door.

“It’s okay to live for something other than revenge, you know,” Rags said, and Lyssa’s hand froze on the knob. “Not every last minute has to be spent fulfilling that oath of yours.”

Lyssa stiffened. Turned. “I seem to remember a certain witch making a bargain with a distraught child, promising to make her into a weapon of vengeance. And now that that’s exactly what I am, you’re … what? Having second thoughts?”

Ragnhild’s eyes shone with something like sorrow. “I never meant for it to consume you.”

That was what grief and anger did, though—they consumed. It wasn’t something Lyssa expected Ragnhild or Nadia to understand.

But it didn’t matter what they thought. There was nothing left of Lyssa but her oath, and she had made peace with that. She didn’t deny herself small comforts, like her sweets or her books—she needed something to get her through the long nights, after all—but building a life, a future, when Eddie’s had been stolen from him … it didn’t seem fair.

Besides, she had tried making room for something other than revenge in her heart, once, and it had ended in betrayal. At the time, it felt like a sign from the Blessed Lady, a reminder that Lyssa had one purpose in this life, and deviating from it was not an option.

“A sword is only a sword, Rags,” she said. “I can’t be anything else.”

“Even a sword spends some time in its sheath.”

Lyssa rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll eat your damned roast and stay a few days. I need to go through these anyway.” She patted the bag full of newspapers and letters.

Ignoring Ragnhild’s invitation to sort her mail at the kitchen table, Lyssa headed out to the smithy. Brandy followed with his beef-hide chew, and together they climbed up the creaking wooden steps to the loft above the forge. The space was big enough for her bed, a tiny writing desk and chair, and her crates of tinned food and books—some romance, as Nadia had teased, interspersed with several of the newer detective novels. She had read them all a hundred times, and would probably read them a hundred more, taking comfort in the happy endings—a mystery solved, a killer captured, the triumph of good over evil. Fiction was so much tidier than real life. Justice always prevailed, and the heroes were always victorious.

Brandy resettled himself on the bed while Lyssa tossed the drawstring bag down on the desk and stripped out of her filthy clothing. She inspected the cuts and bruises riddling the hard planes of her body, then undid her braids and combed out her hair with her fingers. She needed a proper bath, one that involved soap and vigorous scrubbing. Or at least a soak in the hot springs, to heal her cuts and ease what aches the magic of this realm hadn’t been able to soothe.

But first, she had work to do.

She sat down at her desk, gazing at the newspapers tacked to the walls, the edges of the cheap paper curling from the relentless heat of the forge. Articles about deaths and disappearances that seemed like they might have involved faeries, or the creatures they had created. The walls around Lyssa’s bed were papered in clippings about the Beast, specifically, along with all of the information Lyssa had gathered on the creature. There were lists of its various names, its numerous victims. A map of Ibyrnika, with red pins to indicate verified deaths or sightings before Buxton Fields, and yellow pins to indicate potential sightings or deaths in the years since. There was only a smattering of yellow pins, despite how active the creature had been before—and not a single one of those leads had panned out. Lyssa had wasted so much time chasing down dead ends, stalking rumors and shadows, and all the while the monster lurked somewhere just out of her reach, biding its time until the next massacre.

She spent the next two hours scouring the newspapers Rosaline had saved for her, searching for anything that might lead her to the Beast: frantic eyewitnesses insisting they had seen a monster; accounts of livestock being brutally slaughtered in the night; reports of violent deaths perpetrated by unknown assailants, especially if the speculation was either “serial killer with no discernible motive” or “wild animal that has developed a taste for human flesh.”

There was a knock on the smithy door below, Ragnhild’s hopeful call of “Dinner!”

Lyssa ignored it. She would eat later, when she had finished her work.

But there was not even a whisper of the monster in close to a year’s worth of papers. It was like the damned thing had vanished.

She was starting to fear that it had. The Hounds—the creatures crafted by the faeries for the sole purpose of slaughtering humans—couldn’t be killed by ordinary weapons, nor did they die of old age or disease. But that didn’t mean someone else hadn’t gotten to the Beast first and hidden it away, out of her reach.

Someone who knew exactly what killing it would mean to Lyssa.

She shook the thought away, and the spark of anger that accompanied it. No. The Beast was still out there, somewhere. It was only a matter of time before she found it.

Or it decided to come out of hiding and unleash more than a decade of pent-up bloodlust on another circus, another celebration, another group of unsuspecting humans.

By the time she was finished with the last newspaper, her muscles were stiff and her mood was dark. She desperately needed that hot bath.

“I’m going to the pool,” she told Brandy, but he was already snoring, his paws twitching in dream, what remained of the beef-hide chew on the floor. Lyssa picked it up and set it on the bed beside him so that it would be close at hand when he woke up.

Shoving the stack of letters still waiting to be read into her bag, she slung it over her shoulder and went downstairs without bothering to put on clothes—surviving on the streets of Warham had robbed her of any sense of propriety, and it was only Ragnhild and Nadia here, anyway.

As she slipped out of the smithy, her foot landed on something soft and squishy. Lyssa reeled back, nearly falling on her ass, before she realized that it was a plate draped with an embroidered hand towel to keep out dirt and curious insects. Her dinner, presumably.

“Did you have to put it right there?” she snapped, and could imagine Nadia’s smirk, Ragnhild’s measured reply. Where else was I supposed to put it? Next time, come eat at the table when I call you, if you don’t want your food left on the ground.

With a muttered curse, Lyssa snatched up the plate and took it with her into the forest.

There was a river a little way into the trees, and she followed it until she came to a switchback path leading up a steep incline. The hillside was dotted with pools overlooking the river below, each with a different temperature; Lyssa climbed nearly to the top, to one of the hottest pools. She set her plate and her bag full of letters near the edge and slid into the steaming water, sucking in a breath at the sting of it against her wounds. The water had healing properties, and by the time she got out of it, her fingertips wrinkled and her muscles loose, her bruises would be faded yellow and her barely scabbed cuts would be nothing but soft pink scars. It was only good for minor injuries, though—anything worse, and she would need Ragnhild’s magic instead.

Lyssa unwrapped the towel from the plate, picking up bits of tender lamb and roasted garlic potatoes with her fingers and popping them into her mouth. Not enough salt, of course, but Rags was right—the mint jelly more than made up for it. The lamb was better cold than the Kingmaker’s chicken had been fresh, despite being slightly squashed, and she almost regretted not sharing any with Brandy.

She leaned back against the side of the pool and opened her mail between bites.

A lot of it was junk—advertisements from various shops begging her to try their wares. Everyone wanted to be able to say that the Butcher relied on them for all of her faerie-killing needs. She tossed the handbills aside and set about opening the letters from Bleakhaven next. The ones from this Alderic Casimir de Laurent. Lyssa snorted, and almost choked on a piece of potato. Only a prissy rich prick from a long line of prissy rich pricks would have a name like that.

The first of his letters was dated nearly a year ago—right after she had last been in Warham.

Dear Ms. Carnifex,

I read about your success with the Serpent of Ire, recently, and made up my mind to contact you. Lest you think I am merely an admirer, let me disabuse you of that notion straightaway—I have need of such services as you provide, and humbly request an audience. I would be most grateful if you would call upon me at my home-away-from-home, whenever is most convenient for you. I am there nightly from seven in the evening until closing.

He gave the address of a pub in Bleakhaven and promised to make it worth her while. She snorted again—the prissy rich prick spent every single night in a pub? Probably hiding from a nagging wife and a gaggle of snot-nosed brats he couldn’t stand.

The next few letters were more of the same, though as time wore on they began to sound a bit indignant at her lack of a response.

I am quite impressed by the continued success of your business endeavors, when answering your mail is apparently such a challenge for you.

A laugh burst from her lips at that, and she tossed the paper aside.

The last letter was dated only a few weeks ago, and the tone was entirely different from the rest. In fact, it contained only two sentences, rather than the lengthy paragraphs of flowery language that had characterized the others.

Ms. Carnifex, please. You are my only hope.

Despite this Alderic Casimir de Laurent clearly being the exact type of man Lyssa hated most, she was intrigued. Like most noblemen, he had danced around what it was he wanted her to kill, but his mention of the Serpent of Ire led her to believe that it wasn’t some ordinary ogre he needed eradicated from his property. The Serpent of Ire had been a Hound—a faerie-made monster, distinguishable from the faeries themselves by a glowing glyph located somewhere on their bodies. Each glyph was different, and held a key to the magic that had made the creature, which Rags could then use to figure out how to unmake it. As for the unmaking itself, only a weapon crafted with certain ingredients and spells could kill a Hound.

If de Laurent was begging for Lyssa’s help because she had slain the Serpent of Ire, he might have a Hound for her to kill. And if there was a Hound lurking around Bleakhaven, there was a chance it was the Beast of Buxton Fields.

If it wasn’t, well … at least it sounded like de Laurent was desperate enough to pay her handsomely to kill whatever it was he wanted dead. Besides, it would be more fun than dealing with trolls.

Lyssa winced. She had promised Rags she would stay here for a few days. “I’ll rest after this one,” she said aloud, as if this modified promise would somehow make its way down to the witch’s ear. Who knew—maybe it would. She had no idea what the extent of Ragnhild’s powers were. “Really, I will. But for now, there’s a lead to follow.”

Lady willing, it was the lead she had been praying for.






CHAPTER 
FOUR
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LYSSA TOOK A sip of her pint, wincing as her split lip pressed against the rim of her glass. The stout she had ordered was surprisingly good, for a backwater town with a name like Bleakhaven. In fact, the entire place was a far cry from the dismal mudhole she had been expecting. The larger streets were paved, the buildings mostly well-kept, and there were several pubs to choose from. There was only one gas lamp in the whole town—in the exact middle of the main square, right where it could shine on absolutely nothing but the wrought iron bench someone had thought to place beneath it—and although most wouldn’t have considered that a point in Bleakhaven’s favor, seeing as how gas lamps were already being replaced by electric lights elsewhere in Ibyrnika, Lyssa kind of liked the smoky stink of the oil lamps swinging from every beam and rafter.

The only thing that put her on edge was the thick tangle of forest bordering the town. She’d heard rumors of a barrow mound hidden within the dense growth, which was likely the reason this Alderic Casimir de Laurent had written to her for help in the first place—faeries tended to cluster around barrows, and the villages nearby suffered for it.

The man at the far end of the bar signaled for another pint, and Brandy’s incessant growling rose a notch. Lyssa nudged him with her foot.

“Calm down, darling. There’s no one in here I can’t handle.” She couldn’t tell if he was still tense from the bar fight she had gotten into the night before—hence the split lip—or if there was someone in the pub he didn’t like. Either way, Lyssa wasn’t interested in getting kicked out. It was too cold outside. All she wanted was to finish her stout and figure out what to do next.

The pub de Laurent had mentioned in his letters was boarded up when she arrived, and she had gotten thrown out of the second establishment she’d tried before she could ask any questions. The proprietor of this pub, the Morningstar, claimed to know every man, woman, and child in all of Bleakhaven, and she hadn’t recognized de Laurent’s name. So, either the prissy rich prick had found somewhere else to haunt when his home-away-from-home went out of business, or he had moved away.

Or, whatever creature he had wanted to hire Lyssa to dispose of had disposed of him instead.

She sipped at her stout again. She’d been at the Morningstar since just before sundown, watching the empty pub fill up and then empty again, trying not to let disappointment tip her too far into her cups.

Lyssa leaned her elbows against the counter and watched the Morningstar’s proprietor, Molly, fill another pint glass. She was a buxom battle-axe with a slash of a mouth and a gleam in her eye that said she welcomed trouble, if it meant she got to use the lovingly polished mace hanging above the liquor bottles behind her. She finished pouring and slid the glass to the man at the end of the bar.

“Here you go, Icicle.”

Lyssa snorted. Molly seemed to have a nickname for every single one of her patrons, and not particularly creative ones, either. This man was probably Icicle on account of the long, straight hair curtaining his face, so blond it seemed white in the soft glow of the oil lamps. He had slipped into the pub a half hour or so ago wearing a shabby, pitifully out-of-fashion scarlet overcoat buttoned all the way up to his neck, and had ordered pint after pint in rapid succession. Miraculously, he hadn’t passed out yet, though he was starting to sweat a bit. Lyssa had eyed him for a while, wondering if he could possibly be de Laurent—loud clothing and rampant alcoholism certainly seemed to scream “wealthy and bored”—but no rich prick she knew would be caught dead in a coat that had gone out of style more than a decade ago, with patched moth-holes to boot, regardless of how expertly they had been stitched.

There were only a few other patrons at this hour. A pair of burly, bearded men sat near the hearth, playing cards, and a gangly boy who looked no older than fourteen was seated at the table directly behind Lyssa, his nose stuck in a book, the drink at his elbow untouched.

Icicle gulped down his pint, and Brandy snarled.

“If you can’t shut that mutt up,” Molly told Lyssa with a snarl of her own, “you’re going to have to leave.”

“Right.” Lyssa leaned down to where the bullmastiff lay at her feet and gave him a stern look. “Brandy, hush, or I’m going to take you home and leave you there. I mean it this time. Understand?”

He understood, giving her a contrite lick on the hand before settling his head on his paws.

“What kind of name is Brandy, for a dog?” Icicle muttered into his cup. His voice was so slurred, he sounded half a drink away from barfing on the bar.

Lyssa swilled the dregs of her stout in the glass. “None of your fucking business.”

Icicle snorted, eyeing her sidelong as he struggled to get his coat off. He managed to undo the buttons, but gave up on the whole enterprise when taking his arms out of the sleeves proved dangerous for his continued occupancy of the barstool. “What’s wrong with your face?”

Ah, now that was something she didn’t mind talking about. “I got into a fight.” She ran her tongue over her split lip and grinned, turning around on her barstool to face him. “What’s wrong with yours?” she added, just to piss him off. He had quite a nice face, actually—straight nose, strong jaw. Symmetrical. Eyes that vague sort of color between blue and gray. What she could see of his clothes beneath the scarlet coat were absolutely ridiculous, though, frothy with ruffles and lace, and he smelled like a flower.

It was him—the prissy rich prick—shabby, moth-eaten coat notwithstanding. It had to be. Only an aristocrat would dress like an expensive cake and call it fashion, and Bleakhaven wasn’t exactly dripping with aristocrats. But it wouldn’t do to ask if he needed any faeries killed. Not yet. One could never tell who might get offended by her line of work. While most city folk had never seen a faerie with their own eyes before, the countryside was different. Some of the more remote villages were downright infested with hobs and kobolds, and the humans there revered them, leaving the little monsters bowls of porridge in exchange for swept hearths and darned socks. What those country folk didn’t seem to understand was that it was only a matter of time before someone got stingy with the pat of butter atop the porridge, and their children went missing along with the socks.

“A fight?” Icicle’s eyebrows scrunched together, as if he were having difficulty making sense of her words. “Who in their right mind would hit a lady?”

Lyssa’s grin widened, and her lip oozed blood. “I might be a woman, but I’m no lady.”

Molly saluted her with an empty glass, one battle-axe to another.

“What was the fight about?” Icicle asked, taking another swig of his drink.

“Some asshole in Frederick’s Ale House stole my new coat off the back of my chair while I was taking a piss and slashed it to pieces,” she said. “So, I beat the shit out of him. Got thrown out into the street even though it was my property damaged. Where’s the justice in that?” She was still furious about it.

“Frederick’s is a festering pit,” Molly offered. “Worst pub in this whole town.”

“Looks like he did quite a number on you,” Icicle said.

“This?” Lyssa pointed to her face and smirked. “This is nothing. He’ll be eating mush for the rest of his life.”

Icicle gaped at her. “You knocked his teeth out over a coat?”

“I worked hard for that coat,” she grumbled.

He perked up. “Was it expensive?”

“Not particularly. But it took a long time to track down that troll.” It was meant to test the waters, gauge Icicle’s reaction and the reactions of the pub’s other patrons—and since no one glowered or spat insults or threatened to make her skin into a coat, that meant the Morningstar was safe enough, for now.

Icicle set down his pint, looking at her appraisingly. “You killed a troll?”

“I did,” she said.

“Why?”

“It’s my job.”

“Killing trolls?”

“Killing faeries.”

“Oh. Oh!” Icicle’s brows scrunched together, as if he had realized something of monumental importance. “You wouldn’t happen to know the Butcher, would you?”

She barked a laugh, certain that it was him, now. “Yeah. I am the Butcher.”

There was a gasp behind them, and Lyssa turned to see the gangly boy flushing scarlet at her sudden attention.

“Sorry,” he said, pointing to his book. “I just … er … got to the good part.”

Icicle slid off his barstool, yanked off his coat, and took the seat directly next to Lyssa’s, nearly toppling over in the process. Brandy growled, and Lyssa nudged him gently with her foot to remind him to be quiet.

“That is … quite the outfit,” she said as Icicle settled himself again. It was even worse than she’d suspected—a billowing pink silk blouse complete with ruffles down the front and lace cuffs, a pale yellow cravat that covered what little of his neck the high collar left exposed, an emerald green satin waistcoat with peonies embroidered all over it, formfitting orange pants that left very little to the imagination, and heeled shoes that looked more suitable for the polished floors of a palace than the uneven cobbles of a backwater town like Bleakhaven. Lyssa was hardly an expert on fashion, but it looked like an odd mixture of styles from various decades, as though he had brought a book on the history of clothing to his tailor and selected pieces at random to create the ensemble. The only thing it had going for it was the pants. Icicle had very sculpted legs. If she had to guess, she would say dancing.

“You’re the Butcher?” he asked.

“That’s what I said.”

Icicle beamed at her. “I have been trying desperately to reach you! My name is Al…” He slurred the rest, took a breath, and tried again. “Alderic Casimir de Laurent.”

“Al!” Lyssa said brightly, and his expression became pinched.

“Please, don’t call me Al.”

Lyssa ignored him, turning an accusatory look on Molly. “You said you didn’t know him.”

“I don’t know any Alderry … whatever. I know Icicle.”

“Well, get Icicle here some water,” Lyssa said, and Molly obliged with a grumble. “I got your letters the other day,” Lyssa told him as he drank, dribbling a good half of the water down his cravat. “That’s why I’m here.”

“You … you just got my letters? I’ve been sending them for nearly a year!”

“I’m a busy woman,” Lyssa said. “Tell me, Al, what is it you want from me?”

He leaned so far forward that for a moment she thought he was going to vomit on his shoes. “I want you,” he said slowly, with an elaborate seriousness that made her almost choke on a laugh, “to kill a monster for me.”

“Oh, good. For a second there I thought you wanted me to sew you a wedding dress.”

“I…” Alderic blinked at her, seeming baffled. Most of the wealthy men she did business with had a similar reaction. They were used to a certain kind of woman, caged in forty pounds of clothing, bound by propriety to rarely leave their domestic domain. Women who held their tongues, who spoke when spoken to, who conversed in a way that made the gentlemen in their company feel good about themselves, instead of like the raging idiots they so often were. Men of Alderic’s class—the ones with ridiculous names and even more ridiculous heirloom clothes—tended to be downright horrified at Lyssa’s blunt words and boorish manners. Not that she gave a shit. They were a payout to her, and nothing more, just as she was merely a weapon to them, albeit one who happened to have breasts. A means to an end, no matter how distasteful to their refined sensibilities. The more jobs she did for men like them, the more jobs she could do for free for the people who needed her and couldn’t pay.

“Tell me about this monster,” Lyssa said. She glanced around the pub, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to them. Even Molly had lumbered out from behind the bar to wipe down the empty tables.

Alderic propped his right ankle on his left knee—Lyssa lurched forward and grabbed his waistcoat before he fell over backward trying to adjust his position—and held his water glass loosely in his hand, like he was sipping wine at a fancy party instead of questionable tap water in a dingy pub in the middle of nowhere.

“As I’m sure you are aware, you have quite the reputation,” he began.

“Oh, Al. You flatter me,” she said, batting her lashes at him.

“I’m being serious,” he said. “Your résumé is nothing short of impressive. The Redcap of Reedshollow, the Morton-Hill Ogre … But what I am interested in is how you managed to kill the Serpent of Ire, and whether your success could be replicated with a similar—”

There was a crash of glass behind them, and Lyssa whipped around to see the gangly boy scrabbling to stop his spilled drink from spreading across the table.

“Don’t mind him,” Alderic said. “That’s just Birch. He’s a regular here at the Morningstar, aren’t you, Birch? We see each other quite often.”

“Just a pair of nightly drunks,” Birch said with a nervous laugh, though his glass had been full the entire time he had been at that table.

She narrowed her eyes. “Birch, huh?”

He blanched. “Yeah. M-my parents like nature, you know?”

It made sense, now, why Brandy had been so ill at ease. Lyssa should have recognized the boy for what he was. Of all the pub-goers she had seen in the past few hours, he was the only one with silver at his throat instead of iron. And his clothing … homespun, simply cut, in various shades of green. The tree-name just confirmed it.

Aside from the backwoods bumpkins who gave gifts to their hobs in exchange for household chores, there were a handful of cults in Ibyrnika who took things a step further, worshipping the long-dead aelfs—faerie royalty, in a sense—as gods. They considered the other, lower denizens of Faerie to be sacred, worthy of the humans’ protection instead of their scorn. Some inserted themselves in local politics, fighting tooth and nail against industrialists like William Clarke and sabotaging city expansion projects in an attempt to preserve the forests where faeries could thrive. They whispered poison into peoples’ ears, trying to convince them that the faeries could be good and helpful and kind, if only the humans would show them the respect they deserved. They preached of making peace with the creatures, of living with them in harmony, as if such a thing could ever be possible.

And then there were the Hound-wardens, who were as dedicated to protecting the Hounds as Lyssa was to destroying them. They had managed to steal a few of the monsters out from under her over the past couple of years, hiding them the Lady knew where, for purposes Lyssa could only guess at. They had been the bane of her existence since their formation, a constant threat to her mission, and their founder, Honoria, was relentless in her determination to stop the Butcher at all costs. Lyssa had barely escaped from their last two encounters, and had a new collection of scars to commemorate the occasions.

Lyssa sincerely doubted this gangly boy mopping up beer with his sleeves was a Hound-warden, but just because he wasn’t a physical threat didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat of some kind. He had ears, after all—quite large ones, in fact—and a mouth to spill news as readily as he’d spilled his drink.

News that the Butcher was in town, and looking for work.

The Hound-wardens would pay dearly for that kind of information.

Lyssa stood, eyeing the burly men by the hearth. Their focus was still on their cards, or so it seemed, but it paid to be careful. “Square up with Molly, Al. We’re leaving.”

He frowned at her, confused. “Really? Why?”

She leaned into him, feeling him flinch at her proximity. “Because there are those who hate the work that I do,” she murmured in his ear, “and they would love nothing more than to corner me in a shithole like this and remove my head from my body while I’m busy talking to a drunken idiot. So, pay the nice lady for our refreshments, and come with me.”

To his credit, Alderic didn’t argue further. He tossed down double the amount they owed onto the counter, and Molly abandoned Birch and his wet sleeves in order to collect it.

“See you tomorrow,” she said to Alderic, and he flashed her a melancholy smile as he donned his scarlet coat.

Lyssa pushed out into the cold, Brandy at her heels, Alderic stumbling behind. The streets were nearly empty, and Lyssa chose an alley at random, disappearing into the semi-dark.

“What are you doing?” Alderic demanded from the mouth of the alley.

“Making sure your little friend Birch doesn’t eavesdrop any more than he already has,” Lyssa replied, clenching her teeth to keep them from chattering. She wrapped her arms around herself, her breath fogging in the air, wishing she still had her troll-fur coat. The woolen replacement she had purchased was a poor substitute.

Brandy resumed his throaty growl the moment Alderic joined them.

“He hates you as much as he hates the faerie-lover,” Lyssa observed. “Or maybe it’s just your outfit.”

“Then he has very poor taste,” Alderic said, lifting his chin.

Lyssa smirked. “Oh, I don’t think the dog is the one with poor taste. Now, out with it, Al. There’s a creature you want me to kill—one with a glowing mark on it, like the Serpent of Ire?”

“Right. This monster has had m-many names, throughout the c-centuries,” he said, his teeth chattering. “But you might know it as the Beast of Buxton Fields.”






CHAPTER 
FIVE
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IT FELT, FOR a moment, like time had stopped.

Lyssa leaned back against the wall of the alley to steady herself; the cold brick cut through the sudden wash of dizziness that had overtaken her, but her heart was pounding so hard it felt like it might burst, and she rubbed surreptitiously at the scar on her left palm for comfort.

“The Beast of Buxton Fields hasn’t been seen since the massacre where it got that name,” she said.

“Well, I found it.”

“Where?”

“It resides in the forest outside of Bleakhaven.” He gestured to the dark mass of trees beyond the poorly lit streets, and a shiver clawed its way up Lyssa’s spine, completely unrelated to the cold night.

“It’s here?”

Alderic pursed his lips, looking annoyed. “Of course it’s here. Why else would a gentleman of my social standing voluntarily exile himself to a place like this? I established the location of its lair not too long ago, and have been stuck here, keeping an eye on it, until I found somebody who could kill it.”

Maybe that was why that faerie-lover from the pub was here, too—keeping his own eye on the Beast, ensuring that Lyssa didn’t try to destroy it. But he wouldn’t be able to protect it on his own. Either there were Hound-wardens already in town, or reinforcements would be arriving shortly, now that she was here and had made herself known.

“How did you find it?” she demanded, furious with herself. She had dedicated her life to tracking down the Beast, and this ruffle-shirted asshole had found it first.

“I sort of … stumbled into it by mistake,” he said with a shrug that made Lyssa grit her teeth. By mistake. She had been searching for the thing for almost thirteen years, and he had found it by mistake. “What do you say? Will you do it?”

Lyssa chewed her split lip, the pain helping her focus. “Each glyph—the glowing mark—requires a special weapon to unmake it. Unmaking the glyph allows the monster to be killed,” she explained. “In order to craft a weapon that can kill the Beast of Buxton Fields, I’ll need a piece of the creature itself.”

“Is that typical?”

“Yes.” It was the reason she didn’t already have the weapon handy, should the damned thing ever resurface. Ragnhild always used parts from the Hounds in her spellcraft, first to determine what specific ingredients they would need in order to make a weapon that could kill it, and then to tie that weapon to the creature it was meant to destroy. Fur, teeth, claws, scales, even blood or saliva would do if they could get enough of it.

“Why?” he asked, and she rolled her eyes.

“Oh, come on, Al. You don’t really need to know how it works, and I don’t really feel like explaining it to you. Not when I’m this fucking cold.” It wasn’t that. Not really. Lyssa rarely had the patience to discuss magic under normal circumstances, but with the Beast finally within her grasp and her entire body buzzing with anticipation, the idea of standing in this alleyway a minute longer than she had to was unbearable.

A look of irritation flitted over Alderic’s face, but it was gone in a blink. “Well, it won’t be a problem, in any case.”

Lyssa snorted. “Yes, it will be. I have scoured every market, legal and otherwise, in this entire country. No one has ever gotten their hands on so much as a hair. If you know where the thing has been hiding, I can sneak in and try to hack a piece off it, but I might not survive the attempt.”

“You misunderstand me,” Alderic said. “I have a piece of it already.”

“Bullshit,” she said, her heart stumbling in her chest.

He drew himself up to his full height, an inch or two taller than her own five-foot-ten stature. “I assure you, madam, I am not lying to you.”

She scowled up at him. “How, then? How did a drunken fop like you get something no one else on this whole fucking island could?”

“I’ve hired someone to kill the Beast before,” he said. “Several someones, in fact, before I realized that it would require more than a good rifle to take the thing down. One of them went missing during the hunt, and when his body was finally found—or what was left of it, anyway—there was a broken-off claw stuck in his skull. I pried it out and kept it.”

Lyssa’s stomach was so jittery with excitement that it felt like the pints she’d had at the Morningstar were going to come up any minute now. She crossed her arms, willing herself not to puke on Alderic’s fancy shoes.

“I’m going to need proof that you have the claw before I agree to anything,” she said, and Alderic smiled.

“I would expect nothing less from a businesswoman such as yourself. The claw is at my current residence. Maybe in the morning you could—”

“No. We’re going tonight. Right now.” Lyssa pushed past him and stalked back out into the street, Brandy at her heels. “How far is it?” she asked over her shoulder, and Alderic huffed a laugh, his breath steaming from his lips as he jogged to catch up with her.

“Too far to walk, and far too cold. We’ll take my cab.” He raised his arm, waving at the driver of a hansom parked close outside the Morningstar. The driver waved back and rattled the reins.

“A cab?” Lyssa said tightly as the horses clopped closer. “Do you know how many people die in those things every year?” She had seen a dozen accidents a week when she had lived on the streets of Warham as a kid, the injuries and deaths so horrific that she had sworn never to get into a cab herself.

Alderic frowned. “Why, Miss Butcher! Is that a trace of fear in your voice? How unexpected.”

“I’m not afraid,” she snarled. The last thing she wanted was for him to change his mind about her. To decide that she wasn’t right for this job. “I just wouldn’t want that pretty little neck of yours to get snapped before you give me the claw.”

His laugh was oddly bitter. “I am wholly confident in my ability to survive a carriage ride.”

Lyssa’s cheeks burned, but before she could think of a cutting retort, the hansom cab stopped and the driver climbed down to open the door for them.

“Back home, sir?” he asked, tipping his hat.

“Please,” Alderic replied, climbing into the cramped carriage. The driver offered Lyssa his hand, but she ignored it—along with the clench of anxiety in her belly—and climbed up after her new employer. Brandy settled himself atop Lyssa’s feet with a sigh, as there was no room on the bench seat for him.

“I would have expected a rich sod like yourself to have a larger conveyance,” Lyssa admitted, fidgeting. She didn’t understand why anyone chose to ride in these horse-drawn death traps when they weren’t even comfortable.

Alderic shrugged, his shoulder jabbing against Lyssa’s with the movement. “It’s not mine, it’s a for-hire. And since I never bring anyone home, there’s no need for me to pay for anything bigger. I could sit up with the driver, if you’d like.”

But before seating arrangements could be switched, the cab lurched forward. Lyssa gripped the bench, desperate to steady herself.

“So,” Alderic said brightly, as if the jolting motion didn’t bother him in the slightest, “does this mean you’ve accepted my offer?” His words weren’t nearly as slurred as they had been when they’d left the Morningstar. The cold air must have sobered him up.

“Not until I see the claw,” she reminded him. “And you haven’t exactly offered me anything, yet.”

“Oh. Right. Well, how much would you like?”

She’d do the job for free, if she had to. The promise of the claw—of actually being able to forge the weapon she’d need to kill the Beast—as well as the monster’s exact location were payment enough for her. But Rags would kill her if she didn’t get as much as she could out of a rich patron when she had the chance. Ingredients for magical weapons were expensive, and cake wasn’t cheap, either.

“How much did you pay the last person you hired?”

He rattled off an impossibly large sum, and she turned to look out the window so that he wouldn’t see her shock. “Then I want double,” she said, as casually as she could. “Estimated expenses up front, the rest to be paid in full as soon as the job is done.” She’d have him send the final payment to her post office box for Nadia to retrieve on one of her grocery runs, just in case Lyssa wasn’t alive to collect.

“Done.”

“Really?” She turned back to stare at him. “No bartering, no negotiation, no haggling? You must really want this thing dead.”

A flicker of pain passed over his features before he flashed a smile at her. “Money is of no consequence to me.”

She studied him in the pale moonlight shining through the cab window. “Who are you?” she asked. “Why do you want to kill the Beast?”

“I don’t want to kill it,” he corrected her. “I want you to kill it.”

“But why?” she insisted.

“Because,” he said, turning away from her to look out the window. “It deserves to die.”

The desolation in his voice spoke volumes. The Beast had killed someone he loved.

Lyssa’s throat tightened in sympathy, but she had no idea what to say in the awkward silence that followed. Talking to people, offering comfort … those weren’t exactly her strengths. Eddie had always been the charmer, the chatterbox, the one who knew the right words to use. She was just the muscle. Normally it wouldn’t have bothered her, but she knew what it was like, to have someone stolen from her by this monster, and that connection between them gave her a sudden, intense urge to ease Alderic’s pain. Or, barring that, to at least draw him out of the misery that had descended on him like a pall.

“Hear, hear,” she said, raising an imaginary glass. Alderic glanced at her uplifted hand, his eyebrows drawn together, but after a moment’s hesitation he pretended to clink a second glass against hers.

“To the Beast,” she said. “May it get the end that it deserves.”



“Why the fuck are we going into the woods?” Lyssa hissed, resting a hand on her pistol. Brandy’s low growl was a constant rumble at her side as the two of them followed the glow of Alderic’s lantern. The cab had let them out where the paved road turned into a dirt track leading into the forest, the driver tipping his hat to Alderic with a promise of same time tomorrow. “If this is some kind of con, I swear I will shoot you through the throat.”

The light swayed wildly as Alderic stumbled over the uneven ground. “I’m not going to rob you,” he said, and swept a hand out to indicate a graveled road branching off the dirt path. “My manor lies at the end of this.”

Lyssa looked around; most of the trees here were some kind she had never seen before, their trunks riddled with massive thorns almost as long as her forearm. “Why do you live in a forest that looks like it crawled out of a nightmare?”

“Do you like it?” Alderic asked, as if he were talking about an expensive wine he had allowed her to sample. “Bleakhaven is one of the only places these trees can still be found in all of Ibyrnika, apparently. I have heard it told that those nasty thorns are a defense mechanism they developed in order to protect themselves from some rather enormous ancient herbivores that used to roam the island. I have found them to be a wonderful deterrent for trespassers.”

He had a point. Even the most motivated of burglars bent on robbing a rich drunk’s isolated manor would think twice at the sight of these woods. “My question still stands: Why, exactly, have you taken up residence amongst the murder-trees?”

“I told you, I’ve been keeping an eye on the Beast,” he said, his fancy shoes crunching on the gravel as he started up the road. “And since the Beast is in the woods, so am I.”

“Is it close by?”

“The monster, or my manor?”

“The monster.”

“Very close,” he said, and her skin prickled.

“Where?” It was almost a whisper, her breath billowing out in a foggy plume.

Alderic waved his hand impatiently, a ripple of lace at his wrist. “I have its den marked down on a map somewhere in the parlor. I will give it to you when the time comes. You’ll never find the creature otherwise. Ah, here we are—my humble abode.”

There was indeed a structure at the end of the gravel drive, but Lyssa would never have thought to call it a “manor.” Its outer walls stretched up into the forest canopy above, and there were iron spikes set into the stones at the top as if to spear anything attempting to leap over them, though there wasn’t a thing alive—faerie-made or otherwise—that could have jumped that high.

“It looks like a prison,” Lyssa said as they approached the iron gates set into the outer walls, the bars too close together for anything but an emaciated mouse to squeeze through them.

“It even has a dungeon,” Alderic said brightly as he fumbled with an enormous ring of keys, “complete with shackles on the walls and drains in the floor.”

She couldn’t tell if he was joking.

“Don’t you have a servant for that?” she snapped after a few minutes of watching him struggle to find the right key. It was even colder in the forest than it had been in Bleakhaven, and if he took any longer opening the gate, she was going to freeze to death.

“I don’t have servants anymore.”

“You do seem a touch melodramatic,” she said, wrapping her pathetic excuse for a coat more tightly around herself, “but I didn’t peg you for the ‘scare away all the servants with his rages’ type.”

“I didn’t scare them away,” he said, holding a key up for closer inspection. “They died.”

If Lyssa had fur, it would have tufted up in a ridge along her spine, the way Brandy’s was doing now. She drew one of her knives and pressed the tip against the side of Alderic’s neck; it vanished in the layers of ruffles.

“I would again like to remind you,” she said as he stiffened and looked sidelong at her, “that I have a plethora of weapons on my person, and would not hesitate to kill you with any of them.”

His eyes widened, but what came out of his mouth was not the stammering reassurances or shrill scream she had been expecting. “That is an exquisite knife,” he said instead. “The craftsmanship, the attention to detail, the absolutely sinister edge … my goodness, it must have cost a fortune!”

She blinked at him, baffled. For all the men she had threatened with a knife—and there had been many—Alderic was the first to admire the blade pointed at his throat. “Um, not really. I got a good price for the materials.”

He gasped. “You made that?”

“I … well, yes, I did,” Lyssa said, then shook her head, reeling at how effortlessly he had derailed her attempt to intimidate him. “I am threatening your life. You … do understand that, don’t you?”

Alderic flapped one of his hands, as if waving her away. “Yes, yes, you’ll kill me in an instant, I heard you. But truly, you have a gift. If you ever run out of creatures to kill, you could make a fine living selling your wares, I assure you.”

Lyssa flushed with pleasure, and was immediately angry with herself for it. She snatched the knife away from his throat and sheathed it. “A man like you should be pissing yourself by now.”

“My sincerest apologies for disappointing you. Ah, here we are,” he said, turning a key in the gate’s lock with a clink and pushing it open. “I really should label those, shouldn’t I?”

The road ended in a circular drive, at the center of which was a dried-up fountain filled with dead leaves. Beyond it, Alderic’s manor loomed dark and dismal. Lyssa imagined that carriages had once dropped off well-dressed couples here for elegant dinner parties, but now the windows of the enormous house were thick with cobwebs and overgrown ivy, and the carriage house was boarded up.

“Please excuse the sad state of disrepair,” Alderic told her, as if she were some cultured lady who might take offense to the condition of his property instead of a bounty hunter with a pistol at her hip and knives in her boots. “This place was empty for generations before I took up residence—an old ancestral home my family had all but forgotten about, due to its rather lackluster location. Aside from the … fortifications … I have made little effort to spruce things up.”

“Building the outer walls does seem like more of a pressing concern than cleaning the cobwebs,” she agreed.

“It was my only concern.”

Lyssa didn’t blame him. She wouldn’t have wanted to live out in these woods, knowing the Beast was nearby, without some measure of protection, either. If anything, a fortress with a spiked rampart surrounded by murder-trees wasn’t secure enough for her liking.

“Anyway, I’ll be quite relieved to get out of this godsforsaken place once and for all.” He struggled for a moment with the front door, at last holding it open for Lyssa with a sweep of his arm. She sailed past him, into the darkness of the foyer, and was just tilting her head back to look at the expensive chandelier when it exploded with light. Lyssa gasped and flung her arms up to cover her eyes, Brandy barking wildly.

“It’s best not to look directly at it,” Alderic said, as if she had done it on purpose.

“How was I supposed to know it was electric?” Lyssa shouted, blinking away the spots in her eyes. “The whole fucking town only has one gas lamp!”

“Right. My apologies. Sometimes I forget about these little indulgences I allowed myself whilst making this place inhabitable. I’ve become so used to them.” He motioned for her to follow him. “Come on, then. The claw is in the parlor.”

“You keep it in the parlor?” She had imagined a more secure location, like that dungeon he’d mentioned. But he’d said the map of the Beast’s location was in the parlor, too, so maybe he kept them together, in some sort of lockbox or safe.

Alderic strode toward the first closed door in a hallway full of them, flinging it open with a loud thud, as if there was something blocking the entrance.

There was. In fact, the entire room was crammed so full of things that it would take months to paw through it all. Suddenly, keeping the claw in the parlor made perfect sense, like stowing a needle in a stack of hay.

Lyssa peered through the doorway at the mounds of clutter. “I thought you said you haven’t been here for very long.”

“I did,” he said, sounding confused by the question.

She rolled her eyes. These rich assholes were all the same—too much money and absolutely no self-restraint. Although, judging by the look of things, Alderic straddled the line between “avid collector with funds” and something more concerning.

Lyssa commanded Brandy to stay in the hall lest he knock anything over, but he followed her inside anyway as she picked her way carefully down the narrow strip of bare floor. Alderic, on the other hand, maneuvered through the space as nimbly as a cat, as if he knew exactly where to step to keep from causing an avalanche.

There were lacquered chests and gilded clocks shoved in between the opulent furniture, carved wooden side tables spilling over with jewelry boxes and antique books, crates of golden trinkets crusted with gemstones. There was also an abundance of the sort of useless artifacts bored upper-class women spent their days creating—embroidered slippers and decorated tobacco jars, beaded pillows and cross-stitched wall tapestries bearing sayings like “No Hands Should Be Idle.”

“Are you married?” Lyssa asked as Alderic waded farther into the room, stepping over a stack of newspapers yellowed with age. “Or … were you, at some point?” she added with a grimace, thinking of the despair on his face when she’d asked why he wanted to kill the Beast.

But he snorted, as if the question was ridiculous. “No. Why?” He looked over his shoulder at her, and she held up a floppy hat with absurdly large crocheted flowers affixed to the brim.

“Oh, that,” he said. “That was just something to pass the time.”

“You made this?”

“I did,” he said, with a touch of embarrassment. “We can’t all be gifted bladesmiths, you know. Come help me with this.” She climbed over a dusty divan to where he was standing beside a chest of drawers.

“Is it in there?”

“In the bottom drawer. But there are too many things piled up against it, I can’t open it. Can you tilt it back?”

Lyssa did as he asked, straining against the unexpected weight as the contents shifted inside the drawers with a series of dull thuds. “What do you keep in here?” she groaned. “Rocks?”

“Gold bars,” he replied, kneeling out of her line of sight for a moment before getting to his feet with a velvet bag clutched in his hand.

Lyssa’s heart pounded at the sight of it. She set down the chest of drawers with a grunt and wiped her hands on her pants. “Is that it?” she asked, her voice hushed.

“Yes.”

Alderic upended the contents of the pouch into his hand. The claw was large enough to fill his palm entirely. It was curved, black threaded with a brown that almost looked gold in the parlor’s electric lights. Lyssa stared at it, her mind jolting back to that night. The smell of popcorn mingled with the pine scent of the woods where the signs had led them. Kill the unkillable beast! Untold riches could be yours! The rattle of the cloth-covered cage as the monster inside threw its weight against the bars. The screams of the crowd when it got free. The metallic tang of blood as Eddie’s guts spilled out of him onto the dirt like scarves from an illusionist’s sleeve.

Brandy barked, making Lyssa flinch.

“Hush,” she said, but then she heard it. The faint sound of a clang. The gate. “Someone’s coming,” she breathed.

“Who?” Alderic asked as he stuffed the claw back into its pouch.

“How the fuck should I know?” But she would bet good coin that it was Hound-wardens. It was always Hound-wardens, these days. “Where’s the map?” she asked, adrenaline surging through her as her body readied itself for violence.

“Somewhere around here,” he said with a frown. “Give me a minute to find it.”

Shit. “We don’t have a minute.” She looked around wildly; the parlor was too cluttered for a fight, and she couldn’t risk losing the claw—or Alderic, who, as of right now, was the only person who knew where to find the Beast’s lair.

They would have to run.

Alderic knelt to put the claw back in the drawer, but Lyssa grabbed his wrist and hauled him to his feet. “Take it with you.”

“Take it with me where?”

“You’re coming with me—somewhere safe,” she added when he looked like he was about to protest. She dragged him over piles of books and stacks of woven baskets, whistling at Brandy to follow, and pulled out her chalk.

“What are you doing to my wallpaper?” Alderic gasped as she drew the rough shape of a door.

“Making an exit.” She drew the knob and knocked three times.

As the chalk lines began to glow, someone burst into the room. The gangly boy from the pub—Birch—on the heels of a woman with golden-red hair and eyes so green they didn’t look real, garbed in the leather armor of a Hound-warden.

“Honoria,” Lyssa spat, trying to keep her voice steady despite the frantic beat of her pulse in her throat. “I thought I smelled something foul.”

Honoria. She had once been Ragnhild’s blacksmith, before Lyssa had stumbled into the Witch’s Wood. Had once been Lyssa’s friend, and then her lover. A killer of faeries to rival the Butcher, until she switched sides and founded the Hound-wardens instead.

Honoria, the only person who truly understood what killing the Beast meant to Lyssa.

Brandy snarled, his lips pulling back to bare his teeth as his fur tufted up along his spine. Lyssa shook her head to dislodge the image of Honoria scratching the bullmastiff’s back in the hot summer months, his leg twitching happily.

“Lyssa Carnifex,” Honoria said with one of those smiles that always used to undo Lyssa. But her eyes were hard as steel and just as cold. Her gaze darted to the glowing Door behind them. “Running away? That’s a new look for you. And here I was hoping to dance with you tonight.”

“Why? Is your faerie whore not enough for you anymore?” Lyssa replied, drawing her pistol.

The Hound-warden’s smile sharpened into something predatory. “I’ve been looking forward to taking this one away from you.” She turned to Alderic and held out her left hand to him, her palm carved with the magical geas that fettered her tongue against spilling faerie secrets. “I know you think the Beast must die. But there are other options. Come with me, and we can discuss the situation thoroughly before you commit to hiring the Butcher.”

“Respectfully, madam, I am afraid I will have to decline,” Alderic said, and a laugh burst from Lyssa’s lips at both his formal tone and the consternated expression on Honoria’s face.

“Actually, I would love to hear the other options,” Lyssa said with a feral smile. “Why don’t you explain them to us right now, Honoria? Do that, and I’ll get down on my knees and surrender.”

“What are you doing?” Alderic hissed.

But the geas would not allow Honoria to speak.

The Hound-warden scowled, struggling to phrase her answer in a way that the magic would permit. After a few seconds of garbled nonsense, she growled in frustration, stamping her foot; it would have been charming, once, but now it filled Lyssa with pleasure of a crueler kind.

“Your faerie mistress keeps you on such a short leash,” she said. “I can’t imagine why she wouldn’t trust you. It’s not like you’ve ever switched sides before. Oh … oh wait…”

Honoria gave up and drew her sword instead, barking at Birch to stay back before advancing on Lyssa. “Go ahead, flap those pretty lips at me one more time before I cut them off.”

“Time to go,” Lyssa said. She fired a single shot with her pistol, and while Honoria and Birch were busy ducking for cover, she hauled Alderic and Brandy through the Door she had made.






CHAPTER 
SIX
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ALDERIC TRIPPED ON a rock as soon as they plunged through the archway, taking Lyssa down with him. She swore and shoved him away, rolling onto her back and raising her pistol. Her hands shook; she took a deep breath, trying to calm the adrenaline sparking through her.

If Honey follows you here, you’re going to have to shoot her.

Lyssa was good at killing faeries. Humans were harder, and ex-lovers were hardest of all, no matter how much their betrayals still stung.

But the Door was no longer a Door. It was only a stone arch in the middle of a dense wood, shafts of golden afternoon sunlight creeping through the canopy overhead. A crow glared down at them from a nearby oak tree, and Brandy barked at it, wagging his tail.

They were safe. Honoria hadn’t followed them.

Lyssa holstered her pistol and pushed to her feet, brushing dirt and fallen leaves from her backside. Her hands were still shaking, her heart punching inside her chest. She took another deep breath, allowing the sun-dappled air and sweet scent of blackthorn to soothe her nerves.

Meanwhile, Alderic crawled into a nearby patch of ferns and started retching.

“You okay there, Al?” Lyssa called.

“No, I am not okay.” He wiped his mouth on a frilly handkerchief he produced from his pocket. “We walked through a wall.”

“We did.”

“Into a forest that makes me feel … squeezed,” he complained, staggering to his feet.

“You’ll get used to it.” She had puked her guts out the first time she had found her way into the Wood, too, though it was as much from the shock of Eddie’s death as the nauseating press of magic.

Alderic looked around, his eyebrows furrowed. “Where are we?”

The real answer was complicated—a slice of some other realm that nestled alongside theirs like spoons in a drawer, the liminal space between the mortal world and Faerie. A place the faeries used to pass through as easily as stepping over a threshold, until the humans started killing the wilds and inadvertently closed all but a few of the doors between worlds.

Lyssa settled for the easy answer.

“The Witch’s Wood,” she said dramatically, waggling her fingers, and the crow cawed.

“Witches?” Somehow, Alderic’s skin went paler than it already was. “You didn’t say anything about witches.”

She laughed at the look on his face. “What? You don’t like witches?”

“I don’t like magic.”

“Magic just saved us both from being stabbed to death in your parlor. Besides, the witch and I come as a package deal. You want my services, you’ll also need hers.”

Alderic grunted a begrudging assent and looked behind him at the stone arch. “I thought Birch was my friend,” he said, sounding hurt. “Insomuch as a stranger who happens to drink at the same establishment as you every night can be your friend. Who was that woman, by the way?”

“That was Honoria. The leader of the Hound-wardens. She’s the reason I didn’t get to kill the Creightonville Horror.” And the reason Lyssa’s shoulder stiffened up whenever it rained, thanks to a vicious slash from that stupid bronze sword of hers. There were other reasons the rain made Lyssa think of Honoria, and they pissed her off just as much as the aching shoulder did—the memory of the two of them entangled in a hastily pitched tent, listening to the storm rage outside; the way rain-drunk grass was the exact green of Honey’s eyes.

“What was wrong with her?” Alderic asked, scattering Lyssa’s memories before they could pick her raw like the vultures they were.

“You mean aside from being a bitch?”

“I mean the way she seemed completely tongue-tied,” he said.

Lyssa tapped her left hand. “The symbol carved into her palm. It’s called a geas—a spell that compels her to obey the parameters set by whoever cast it. All of the Hound-wardens have one somewhere on their bodies, to prevent them from spilling information if they’re captured.” At least, that’s what Ragnhild had told her, after Lyssa had drawn the symbol for her on the smithy floor. It was a fidelity-glyph, a mark of secrets kept, of loyalty unbroken even in the face of unspeakable pain.

A geas that had to be taken up willingly for it to work, the witch had said, her eyes glistening with sorrow as Lyssa crushed the stick of chalk into powder with her fist, fury consuming her until she stalked through the Gate into Warham and beat the shit out of the first person who provoked her.

Alderic frowned. “Will she come after us?”

“She can’t get in here, now that the Door is closed.” Lyssa put her hands on her hips, studying the stone archway. There was a time Honey would have been able to get in anyway, but she had turned her back on Lyssa and Rags, and therefore on the Wood—and it didn’t take betrayal any easier than Lyssa did. “She’ll stay near the Beast. Make camp in Bleakhaven, gather a small army, and wait for our return. That’s what she usually does, when she gets wind that I want to kill a Hound. We’ll have to hope that they don’t capture and move it, in the meantime.” The idea of it was a knife in her gut, fear hammering against the anvil of her heart.

“They won’t know where it is,” Alderic said. “Not exactly.”

“Right.” The map leading to the Beast’s den was in Alderic’s parlor. Lyssa conjured the image of the cluttered space in her mind, comforting as a talisman. An entire army could search that room for months on end and never find what they were looking for. But it still wasn’t enough to assuage her fears completely. Honoria wouldn’t let a messy house and a missing map stop her. “The forest isn’t that big, though. With enough people, the Hound-wardens could comb the entire thing in a matter of days.”

“The forest might be small, but it holds more secrets than you realize,” Alderic told her, picking a piece of fern out of his hair. “Compasses refuse to work there, and the trees are so dense that it’s easy to get lost. Even my map would be useless without me to explain the landmarks to you. Right now, I am the only one who knows where the Beast is.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lyssa argued. “Honoria has time and numbers on her side. If there is a Hound to be found, she will flush it out eventually.”

“The Beast cannot be flushed out,” Alderic said. There was an edge to his voice, as though he were offended by her misgivings. “I have been studying it for some time now, and it seems to only emerge a few times a year. The remainder of its foul existence is spent in a state of hibernation, and its den is so well-camouflaged that the Hound-wardens could turn over every single stone in that forest tomorrow, and they would still fail to unearth it without my cooperation.”

He looked like he was about to say more, but at that moment, the crow that had been watching them swooped down from the oak tree, landing in front of them, and morphed into Nadia with a blur that made Lyssa’s eyes itch. Alderic let out a yelp and nearly knocked Lyssa over as he attempted to hide behind her. “Is that her? Is that the witch?” he hissed in her ear.

Lyssa looked at him incredulously. “You’re not afraid of a knife to your throat, but you’re afraid of a baby witch?”

“Witch in training,” Nadia corrected with an expression that could curdle milk. “You’re not supposed to bring strangers here.”

“We were all strangers here, once, remember?” Lyssa reminded her. “Besides, it was an emergency. Go tell Rags to expect company.”

Nadia lifted her chin, her jaw set. “I don’t take orders from you.”

“You’re right. A surprise visitor would be better. You know how much Rags loves surprises.”

The little witch scowled and turned on her heel, crashing through the undergrowth in the direction of the cottage. “Raaaags! Lyssa brought a man here!”

Brandy whined, and Lyssa nudged his rump with her foot. “Go on,” she said. “I’ll be fine.” With one last growl at Alderic for good measure, he bounded after Nadia.

Lyssa and Alderic moved at a much slower pace—Alderic’s shoes were not exactly made for hiking through the woods, and he had to stop two more times to throw up. Still, he was doing surprisingly well, considering how many pints he’d had at the Morningstar. Lyssa would have blacked out ages ago, but Alderic didn’t even seem tipsy anymore. When she commented on it, he shrugged.

“I have a good metabolism.” Then, with a wry smile, he added, “I also have a sneaking suspicion that Molly waters down my beers.”

When they finally got to the cottage, Nadia and Ragnhild were out on the porch swing. Nadia was wearing the smug expression of a child who has tattled to a school teacher. Rags looked furious. She glared at Alderic and sniffed the air, her nostrils flaring as though he had some sort of odor clinging to him. The only things Lyssa smelled on him were his flowery perfume and the remnants of the beer he had thrown up.

“Is there a reason you brought a stranger stinking of faerie-magic to my door?” the witch demanded, turning her glare on Lyssa.

Alderic raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Faerie-magic?”

“The claw,” Lyssa told him. “Rags, this is Alderic. You can call him Al.”

Alderic got that pinched look again. “Actually, I would prefer it if—”

“Al, this is Ragnhild—we call her Rags. You’ve already met Nadia, Ragnhild’s apprentice.”

“Alderic,” the old witch said, tasting the name on her tongue. “Who is he and why is he here?”

“He hired me to kill the Beast of Buxton Fields,” Lyssa said, her pulse quickening as she said the words. It still didn’t feel real. “And before you ask—yes, he knows where to find it, and he has one of its claws.”

The witches gaped at Alderic in disbelief.

“I want him to stay here with you while I gather the ingredients for the weapon,” she added. “The Hound-wardens know what I’m after, and that Alderic is involved. It isn’t safe for him to return home.”

Rags stood from the porch swing with a grunt. “Let’s see what the bones have to say.”



Nadia was perched on one of the kitchen chairs, her gaze fixed on Alderic, who was sitting across from her. Alderic, meanwhile, kept glancing at Lyssa as if she could rescue him from the little witch’s scrutiny, and Lyssa was clenching her teeth against the unbearably loud sound of Brandy licking his paws.

“What is she doing in there?” Alderic asked finally in a hushed voice, nodding his head toward the doorway. Ragnhild had disappeared through it not long ago, leaving the rest of them to wait in the kitchen, and now they could hear her muttering faintly to herself in the other room.

“Consulting the bones,” Lyssa and Nadia said at the same time.

“But what does that mean?”

“It helps her see the future or something,” Lyssa said, and Nadia rolled her eyes.

“Maybe don’t try to explain things you don’t understand yourself,” the little witch said curtly, before turning to Alderic. “The bones help guide a witch’s path. They suggest outcomes, alternatives, courses of action. They can nudge her in one direction or another. They do not,” she said, glaring at Lyssa, “tell the future. The future is constantly changing, and cannot be pinned down.”

Finally, Rags ambled back into the kitchen, one of her massive leather tomes in her arms. She took a seat at the head of the table, setting the book down with exaggerated care, and ran one gnarled hand over the cover in a gentle caress while the other clutched the woven bag of bones hanging from a cord around her neck.

“Well?” Lyssa prompted when the witch made no move to speak. “What did they say?”

“What do you know of faeries?” Rags asked Alderic instead of answering. Her gaze was distant, her head cocked slightly, as if she were listening to the whispers of some unseen entity and having trouble hearing it.

He frowned. “Not much, I suppose. A few cautionary tales my grandmother told me when I was a child. They seemed … far-fetched … and I admit I paid them little heed.”

“A city-boy through and through,” Ragnhild said. “We’ll start with the basics, then.”

“Do we really need a history lesson?” Lyssa groaned.

Rags eyed her. “He should understand what we are doing and why we are doing it.”

“None of my other employers have understood the what or why.” They wouldn’t have cared, anyway. For them, the “what” was just get rid of that thing. The “why” was even easier: either the monster they wanted her to kill had slaughtered someone, or it was holding up construction on a new road or bridge.

The witch clucked her tongue. “You never dragged any of your other employers into the Wood, either,” she said. “He is involved now, and you have only yourself to blame for that.”

Nadia snickered, and Lyssa glared at her. “The Hound-wardens were about to—”

Rags clapped her hands together, making them all flinch. “All right, then, let us begin,” she said, addressing Alderic like she was his schoolmarm. “The creatures we call ‘faeries’ have names for themselves that cannot be pronounced by human tongues, and they are as varied in type as mushrooms or trees. For our purposes, I am referring to the ones our ancestors called the ‘aelfs.’ They were humanlike in appearance, and were what we would think of as royalty. They separated themselves into two courts—again, the actual words are unpronounceable, but humans dubbed them the Blessed Ones, or good faeries, and the Wicked Ones, or bad faeries.”

“There are no good faeries,” Lyssa muttered.

Ragnhild ignored her. “The Blessed Ones didn’t harm humans outright. They would sometimes even provide assistance, though the cost of a faerie’s favor was high, and anything they perceived as a slight—however small or accidental—could prove dangerous. The Wicked Ones, however, hated humans, and delighted in hunting them. When we began to cage ourselves in iron cities, the Wicked Ones could no longer capture us so easily. Iron makes faeries sick, you see, and saps their power. So, the Wicked Ones created monsters to kill us instead—Hounds, we call them. But over time, the cities expanded. Inch by inch, humans tamed the wilds, poisoning the land with our industry, and as powerful as they were, the aelfs could not survive it. Blessed Ones and Wicked Ones alike withered and died. The doorways they used to cross between their realm and the realm of the humans began to collapse as well, trapping most of what was left of the faeries on the wrong side. All that remains now are a pitiful number of goblins and trolls and such, hidden away in the last bastions of nature on this isle—and the Hounds the Wicked Ones created, which are nearly impossible to kill.”

“And we have made it our mission to kill them, until the world is rid of the foul things,” Lyssa said. “Regardless of who or what might stand in our way.”

“Like those people at my manor,” Alderic said, looking between them. “The Hound-wardens. Why don’t they want you to kill the monsters?”

“We don’t know,” Lyssa admitted with a grimace. Honoria had tried to tell her once, but the geas was already on her, and she hadn’t been able to string more than two words together. The spell won’t let me explain, she’d said after stammering and stuttering for a moment, but if you’ll just come with me … She’d held out her faerie-blighted hand as if she expected Lyssa to take it. Instead, Lyssa had stabbed straight through her palm.

“There are those who think the aelfs were gods,” Ragnhild told Alderic. “Maybe the Hound-wardens think of the creatures the Wicked Ones created as a tool of divine justice. Or maybe they just think the Hounds are sacred, having been made by the aelfs they revere.”

“It doesn’t matter what their misguided, delusional reasons are,” Lyssa said. “The Hounds are evil. Their only purpose is to slaughter innocents and ruin lives, and anyone who thinks they deserve anything but a violent death is an idiot.”

Ragnhild pursed her lips and Nadia sighed in frustration, as though they were bracing themselves for one of Lyssa’s rants, but Alderic came to their rescue.

“You said the Hounds are nearly impossible to kill. And yet you managed to kill one.”

“We’ve killed a lot more than one,” Lyssa told him.

“Seven since you came to the Wood, I think?” Ragnhild said, glancing at her sidelong.

“Seven,” Lyssa agreed. She’d had Honoria’s help for three of them, but Alderic didn’t need to know that.

“Seven?” He looked shocked. “But … I thought … Why weren’t any of those in the papers?”

“They were,” Lyssa said. “At least, a few of them were. But there weren’t any photographs, and the articles kept referring to them as ‘faerie creatures,’ because none of the reporters know what a Hound is.” The only reason someone had gotten a photo of the Serpent of Ire was because Lyssa happened to kill it in the middle of a market square. Usually, she preferred to lure the Hounds away from towns and people, in order to reduce the risk of collateral damage—which meant there was never anything but rumors and conjecture for the papers to print—but it just hadn’t worked out that way in Ire. She had gotten several lucrative jobs from that article alone, though, so it had been worth it in the end.

“I had no idea,” Alderic said. “I’ve heard tales of your exploits, of course, even living under my metaphorical rock out in Bleakhaven, but I thought it was all trolls and ogres and whatnot.”

“Those are my bread and butter,” Lyssa said, “but while I am always willing to turn any faerie into a dead faerie, destroying Hounds is what I live for.”

“So, you have killed seven unkillable monsters,” he said, looking between Lyssa and the witches. “How?”

“Magic,” Rags told him. “The Hounds’ glyphs hold a key to destroying the creatures, if you know what you’re looking for.”

“What are you looking for?”

Rags hesitated, as though trying to figure out how best to explain it. “The lines that make up a glyph are characters in the Fae language. They represent the intentions or emotions surrounding the creation of a Hound. Revenge, joy—”

“Joy?”

“The joy of the hunt,” Ragnhild said, with a touch of bitterness in her voice. “As I said, the Wicked Ones delighted in killing humans, and many of the Hounds were fashioned out of nothing more than sheer exhilaration for the chase.”

“And once you know what intention or emotions surround the creation of a Hound…?”

“I can then cast the spell that will decipher its magic.”

“And the Beast’s glyph?” he asked. “What was the intention behind its creation?”

“I’m not entirely sure, yet.” Rags opened her book, the leather cover stiff and creaking, and rifled through page after page of notes and glyphs scribbled in faded walnut ink until she found the one she was looking for: the page with the Beast’s glyph drawn in spidery lines across the crinkled paper.

Lyssa sucked in a breath. It didn’t matter how many times she saw it—in her nightmares or memories or in Ragnhild’s book—it always made her stomach clench.

“It appears to be a type of revenge glyph,” Rags told him, running her hand over the page, “which means that this Hound was created to punish humans for a transgression of some kind. However, there are aspects of it that are unfamiliar to me. I hope to understand it better now that we have your claw.” She stared at him for a moment, and he simply stared back, until Lyssa elbowed him.

“The claw,” she whispered.

“Oh. Right.” He produced the velvet pouch from an inner pocket of his waistcoat and withdrew the claw, setting it on the table with a soft click.

The witches leaned closer. Lyssa, on the other hand, wrapped her arms around herself as a wave of nausea washed over her. Just as it had in the parlor, the sight of the claw brought the past back to her in a rush, the feel of the sticky summer air on her skin, her tongue grainy with sugar. The piercing screams around her as everything turned into chaos.

Her breath hitched in her throat, her heartbeat unsteady, and she rubbed the scar of her oath underneath the table.

This was it. They finally had what they needed.

“It reeks,” Nadia complained, but her expression was one of grim fascination.

“What will you use it for?” Alderic asked.

“A piece of a Hound holds an echo of the magic that made it,” Ragnhild told him. “By using the deciphering spell on the claw, I’ll be able to see into the heart of that magic, to understand the essence of its making so that I can figure out what, exactly, we will need in order to unmake it. What type of weapon to forge, for example, and which of our usual ingredients must come from a specific source. Lyssa will also use the claw in the forging of the weapon itself, binding the magic of the Beast’s creation to its destruction.”

“I see,” Alderic said, and Lyssa almost laughed out loud at the bewildered expression that belied his words.

“Come on, then, into the smithy,” the old witch said, getting out of her chair with a gentle popping of knees and spine. “It’s time we figure out how to kill the Beast.”






CHAPTER 
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THE AIR IN the smithy was thick with the familiar scents of metal waiting to be worked, of old ash and iron scale trapped in the cracks on the stone floor. Lyssa breathed it in deeply as she waited for Ragnhild to finish rooting around in her apron pockets for the items she would need for the deciphering spell. Alderic, meanwhile, was looking around the smithy with obvious interest. He peered into the cold forge, then began to inspect the various tools that Lyssa kept in a wooden rack nearby, seeming particularly amused by the bellows.

“Al,” Lyssa barked when he started up the steps to the loft. “That area is off-limits.”

“Oh. Sorry,” he said, smiling sheepishly as he joined the rest of them at the worktable.

Ragnhild handed a stick of chalk to Lyssa, who knelt on the smithy floor and started drawing. She didn’t need the witch’s book for reference; all she had to do was close her eyes and conjure the glyph up from memory.

“How do you know what it looks like? Have you seen it before?” Alderic asked as she worked.

Lyssa stiffened, refusing to look at him. “We have a single eyewitness account,” she said as she drew the final lines.

“Is that your usual method? Eyewitnesses?”

“Sort of.” She stood, handing the chalk back to Rags and dusting her hands off on her pants. “Typically, I would stalk a Hound for weeks on end, trying to get a good enough look at its glyph to re-create it for Rags. Every once in a while there’s a decent photograph of one, or we find a drawing somewhere. But the Beast has been so elusive that we’ll have to make do with one person’s memory of it.”

“What if it’s wrong?” he asked, eyeing the chalked lines warily.

Lyssa bristled. Before she could comment, though, Ragnhild said, “Then the deciphering spell could fail, and we won’t be able to move forward.”

“Alderic knows where the Beast is, though, right?” Nadia said. “Couldn’t you sneak in and get a good look?”

“And risk leading the Hound-wardens right to it? No thank you,” Lyssa said, crossing her arms.

“It’s hibernating right now, anyway,” Alderic told the little apprentice, his tone far gentler than Lyssa’s had been. “We likely wouldn’t be able to see the glyph very well, if at all.”

Ragnhild set the claw down in the middle of Lyssa’s drawing. “As long as the glyph is close enough, the deciphering spell should be able to glean the information we need.”

“And if it can’t?” Alderic asked.

“Then we make our best guess,” Lyssa said, “and hope the weapon doesn’t fail.”

“Has that happened before?”

“Once,” Lyssa told him. “The Serpent of Ire, actually. Its glyph was small and hard to see. High up on its neck, with parts of it obscured depending on the angle of the head. The parts I was able to transcribe made it seem like a glyph of general hatred towards humans, and the deciphering spell didn’t give Rags much more than a vague sense that we needed water from the place where the Hound was created. We made a logical choice, but we got it wrong.” Armed with a canteen full of water from a pond in Ire, Lyssa had forged an axe that was doomed to fail. “The damned thing almost bit my head off when I fought it the first time. But I managed to get away, and once the poison was out of my system and my arm healed up, we tried again.”

He gaped at her. “How did you do it the second time?”

“Someone snapped a photograph when its head was raised. Blurry, but clear enough to see that it was actually a revenge glyph—retaliation for a specific transgression. Rags was able to use that to guide her deciphering spell and figure out the exact type of water we needed. Once that was incorporated into the axe, I chopped the thing’s head off without much trouble.”

The old witch grunted. “I seem to remember you coming back home half dead.”

Lyssa shrugged. “Maybe it gave me a little trouble.” Still, the way her double-headed axe had sliced through the serpent’s neck, the squelch as its lifeless head hit the ground … there was no more satisfying feeling than that. It was worth a little poison and pain.

“What type of water did you need?” Alderic asked.

“Tainted river-water from a village in southern Ibyrnika.” That was another thing: they’d gotten the place of the Hound’s origins wrong, too. Ire was just the town the Serpent was terrorizing, and it took scouring the area for water poisoned by humans for Lyssa to realize their error. With a little digging into the local history, she’d found the village where the monster was created—one with a name that was mostly consonants and accent marks, impossible to spell and even harder to pronounce. She’d wondered, afterward, if the newspaper-writers had been relieved the Serpent had chosen somewhere else to attack, if only because “Ire” was easier for them to type.

Alderic wrinkled his nose. “Tainted river-water? Why tainted river-water?”

Lyssa shrugged. “Every weapon requires one really specific ingredient. The Harrow of Hardock’s spear needed a ‘bleeding-tooth’ mushroom from the forest that borders Hardock’s eastern edge, and the Death of Darlington’s poleaxe needed a blackthorn berry from the Myrtlewood.”

“Why?”

“One ingredient must always relate to the creation of the Hound,” Ragnhild said. “For example, the Serpent. A tannery tainted a nearby river with its runoff, destroying an entire ecosystem, and the aelfs made a monster to punish the villagers for it. Since the tainted water was the key reason for the Serpent’s creation, it was a crucial ingredient in its destruction.”

“Why—” Alderic started, but Rags held up a hand to stop him, her expression weary.

“Are you all right?” he asked her.

“Of course she isn’t,” Lyssa said. “You’re pestering her to death with your questions.”

“I’m fine,” Rags insisted. “It’s just the dust. Always gives me a splitting headache when I come in here.”

“Didn’t Nadia just clean?” Lyssa asked. She smirked at the little apprentice. “Must not have done a very good job.”

Nadia scowled. “Well, maybe if you—”

“Cut it out,” Rags said, sharply enough to silence them at once, then looked at the smithy ceiling as if trying to find a scrap of patience in the cobwebs there. “We have work to do. Alderic, I would be happy to answer any further questions you might have once we are finished, but this headache is only going to get worse, and I would like to be in my nice cozy kitchen with a cup of tea before it does. Nadia, dear, please smoke-cleanse the room.”

While Nadia struggled valiantly to light a bundle of sage with flint and steel—why the witches didn’t just use matches for their rituals was beyond Lyssa’s understanding—Ragnhild walked clockwise around the drawing of the glyph three times, muttering under her breath.

“What is she doing?” Alderic whispered.

“Fuck if I know,” Lyssa whispered back. Glyphs and ingredients were one thing. The actual act of spellcrafting was witches’ work, as Ragnhild always said, and not something she had ever deigned to teach Lyssa. Good thing Lyssa didn’t need to know how Rags cast a spell in order to kill something with the weapon that resulted from that spell.

Nadia let out a little grunt of triumph as the herbs finally caught fire, then paced around the glyph counterclockwise, waving the smoking bundle as she went. Rags took up a position at the base of the chalk drawing, where the glyph would be right-side-up from her view, and began to chant.

“What language is that?” Alderic whispered, looking faintly queasy. Lyssa’s stomach wasn’t faring too well, either; finally standing here after thirteen years felt like she was full of moths, dusty wings battering against her insides, desperate for a way out. She shushed Alderic quickly, though. Now that Ragnhild was chanting her spell, it was important not to interrupt.

The chalk lines of the glyph began to glow, and the sight of it triggered a deep-seated terror within Lyssa, no less powerful than it had been the first and only time she had seen it alight. It grew brighter and brighter, until it was blinding, and then something filled the air—a faint feeling of fury that lifted the hairs on the back of Lyssa’s neck. But it fizzled shortly after it had begun, and Ragnhild’s shoulders slumped. The glyph’s light winked out.

“Did you get anything?” Lyssa asked her, anxiety intensifying that moth-filled feeling.

The old witch shook her head. “Not much. It does seem to be a revenge glyph, but for what, I couldn’t tell. It feels … dark, though. Angry. Perhaps some sort of grievous injury done to an aelf?”

Lyssa curled her hands into fists, her nails biting into her palm. “That doesn’t make any sense. We have all of the components! Why didn’t it work?”

“It could be the glyph itself,” Ragnhild said gently, her gaze meeting Lyssa’s. “The … eyewitness might have missed some key details, or maybe—”

“No,” Lyssa said, refusing to accept it. “That’s not possible.” She saw the fucking thing every time she closed her eyes. How could it be wrong?

“Eyewitnesses are unreliable at best,” Alderic said, matter-of-factly. “Stress can do strange things to the brain, you know, and—”

“Will you shut up?” Lyssa spat, doubt and anxiety festering within her. Had fear distorted her memory? She had seen the actual glyph only once, after all, over a decade ago … right before the most traumatic moment of her life. “Fuck.” She began to pace, teeth clenched, the moths in her stomach burning up in a flare of frustration.

Alderic turned to Ragnhild. “I thought you said that as long as the glyph was close, it could still work.”

“I did,” the witch said, inclining her head. “But a single line can alter the meaning of a glyph significantly. Whatever is wrong with this one, it appears to be crucial enough that I cannot decipher the claw’s magic.” She looked at each of them in turn, her face grave. “We appear to be at an impasse.”

“No,” Lyssa said. “No, we’re not. Let’s try one more time. Maybe—”

“I’m sorry,” Ragnhild told her, her eyes filled with sorrow. “But without more information, it would only yield the same results.”

“You could wait until the Beast is out of hibernation,” Nadia said. “Try to get a better look at the glyph when it wakes up.”

“We don’t have time,” Lyssa growled. “The Hound-wardens will be swarming the forest soon, if they aren’t already. Even if we can sneak past them long enough to get to the Beast’s den and somehow catch a good enough glimpse of its glyph without getting slaughtered, we’ll still have to gather the ingredients and forge the weapon. Honoria will steal it right out from under me, and—” She bit down on the rest, clenched her teeth so hard it hurt. And my one chance for revenge will be gone forever.

Alderic pressed his lips into a thin line. He seemed to hesitate for a moment, as though he wanted to say something, and then he held out his hand. “May I have the chalk for a moment, please?”

Lyssa and the witches stared at him, then at each other.

“You’ve seen it,” Lyssa said with sudden understanding. She had always thought she was the last. The monster had vanished that night, and no hair of it had been seen since. But of course Alderic had seen it—he had discovered its lair, was keeping an eye on it out in Bleakhaven. He must have caught a glimpse. “You’ve seen the Beast.”

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “I hide whenever it emerges from its den.” At her expression, he flushed. “Oh, don’t look at me like that! I’m no hunter. That’s why I hired you to kill it. But I’ve done research of my own. I found a mention of the Beast and a drawing of the mark it wears in an old book, once.”

“Bullshit.” Lyssa crossed her arms, eyeing him. “Rags and I have combed through what little information we’ve been able to find on the Beast, and there are no drawings of its glyph.” There had been no written records of the Beast at all, until a little over two hundred years ago, when it wiped out a small farming community in central Ibyrnika. All Lyssa had been able to find about that first appearance was a list of the dead, and a brief description of the creature from the sole survivor. The child hadn’t described the glyph in any detail, just that there was a glowing mark on the thing’s chest.

The lack of information had been frustrating, although not exactly surprising. The Hounds had been created a very long time ago, and many of the written records from that period had not survived intact. But none of their histories were quite as elusive as the Beast’s. With a little digging, Lyssa was usually able to figure out where a Hound had first been formed, at least—old wives’ tales stood the test of time in a way ink and paper did not, even if they became more and more exaggerated with each telling, and people were eager to warn their grandchildren about the monsters that lurked in the forests outside of town.

The Beast, though … the Beast seemed to have appeared out of thin air.

“When one is friends with royalty, one has certain resources at his disposal,” Alderic said lightly, drawing himself up to his full height and looking down his nose at her. “There is a certain book in the Royal Library. Stories from old Ibyrnika, beautifully illustrated. The only one of its kind. I saw the symbol in there and copied it down. I have stared at the image often enough that I might be of some assistance here. I was reluctant to step on any toes, before, but it appears that I have no choice, if we are to succeed in this endeavor.”

Lyssa gritted her teeth. Of course. Of course the rich asshole would have access to books she and Rags did not. Of course that was where the information they needed was kept.

“Go on, then, Mr. Important,” she snapped, waving her hand at the glyph on the floor. “Save the day for us poor wretches.”

“Do you have something to erase with?” he asked.

“Just use your sleeve,” Lyssa said, and he looked at her like she had just suggested he use a kitten as a cutting board.

“Here,” Nadia said, crouching over the glyph. “What do you want to erase?”

He pointed, and Nadia smudged away the chalk lines he indicated with the hem of her dress, while Rags and Lyssa exchanged a bemused glance. When the little apprentice stood, her hem was white with chalk and her cheeks were flushed. She refused to look at either of them.

Alderic knelt and began adjusting the shape of the glyph on the floor. The difference was subtle, lines shifted slightly in a way that Lyssa would never have remembered, a small stroke added here and there. But she could tell the moment Alderic stood up, brushing the dirt off his knees with a look of distaste, that it was right.

A chill ran down Lyssa’s scalp and along her arms, raising goosebumps in its wake. One glance at Ragnhild and she knew the old witch could feel it, too.

“Well, now,” Rags said, staring at the glyph with a strange expression on her face. “This changes things, a bit.”

“Changes things how?” Lyssa asked her.

Instead of answering, Ragnhild moved back into place and began to chant again, the words of her spell slightly different than they had been before.

This time, black smoke rose from the claw, along with the faint smell of sulfur.

“Does that usually happen?” Alderic whispered.

“No,” Lyssa said, confused.

Then there was a shriek, making them all start violently, and a bodiless voice spat words in a language Lyssa didn’t understand. Dark, poisonous emotions spewed into the air with the black smoke, worming into Lyssa until she felt them as though they were her own. Rage so hot it blinded her, betrayal so painful it doubled her over. Screams tore out of her until her throat was raw with them, but she couldn’t stop.

Ragnhild shouted something; Alderic moved slowly toward the glyph, bent at the waist, hair whipping around him as though battered by a powerful storm. He swatted the claw off the glowing chalk lines, and it all ceased so abruptly that Lyssa stumbled and fell to her knees. Alderic staggered back and braced himself against the worktable, dabbing at his eyes with his handkerchief.

“What was that?” Lyssa asked, her voice cracking. Nothing like that had ever happened during a deciphering spell before.

“That was the essence of the magic that created the Beast,” Rags said, her voice hoarse. She was staring at the smeared chalk glyph on the floor. The claw sat innocently beside it, as if it had never belched black smoke or made Lyssa feel the sudden urge to slaughter everyone in the room. “Most of the glyphs have an … amused sort of magic threaded through them. The Wicked Ones had a penchant for cruelty, and took great pleasure in crafting creatures to cause chaos and harm. The magic doesn’t seem to care if it is unraveled and the monster destroyed, because keeping it alive was not the point of making it. As long as it kills even one human, it has served its purpose. But the Beast’s glyph is different.”

“Different how?” Alderic asked before Lyssa could.

“This is dark magic,” Rags said quietly. “Dark even for the Wicked Ones. This is a type of revenge glyph, yes, but not for something simple like a tainted river. The Beast was made in retaliation for an emotional transgression, instead of a material one—something I have seen only once before, a very long time ago. Its glyph is one of discord. Heartbreak. Bitterness and jealousy.” She heaved a sigh. “Dark magic is extremely difficult to unravel. It doesn’t want to be destroyed. It wants to cause as much suffering as possible.”

“Then how do we destroy it?” Lyssa asked, her heart plummeting. She was closer than she’d ever been to killing the Beast, but now …

“The creation of this Hound was intensely personal,” Ragnhild told her. Her lined face looked haggard, as if deciphering this glyph had taken more out of her than usual. “Therefore, the weapon used to destroy it should also be personal.”

“A sword,” Lyssa said, and Rags nodded her approval. There was no death as intimate as a sword sliding into a creature’s heart, blood spilling out on her hands warm as a kiss.

“Because the Beast’s creation was not tied to anything material, there is no particular water or plant to acquire,” Rags continued. “Instead, we will need items of an emotional nature.”

“What do you mean?” Alderic asked, but the witch’s gaze was on Lyssa when she answered.

“All of our usual ingredients must have some kind of personal connection—to you, to Alderic, or to the Beast’s victims.”

Lyssa rubbed at her scar, grateful that Rags hadn’t blurted out what she meant in front of everyone—make sure your items relate to the person the Beast took from you. She preferred to keep her pain shoved down deep, where no one could see it, like Eddie had always taught her. Not even Rags knew exactly who Lyssa had lost, only that she had come to the Wood distraught and broken and hungry for vengeance. The truth wasn’t any of her business, and it certainly wasn’t Alderic’s.

But the lacy bastard was looking at her in a way she didn’t like. “What?” she demanded.

“Is this personal to you, too?”

“Killing something is always personal,” she said lightly. “Especially when you do it with a sword.” It wasn’t an outright lie, and after studying her for a moment, he seemed to decide that it wasn’t worth prying any further.

“What are the usual ingredients?” he asked instead.

Lyssa ticked them off on her fingers. “We need a faerie repellant, like iron or salt. Three elemental items gathered under a banishing moon—water, dirt or clay, and a botanical curio like a mushroom or flower. We can use botanicals as our faerie repellant item, too, depending on the plant. We also need a personal concern from one of the Hound’s victims, like a scrap of clothing or a favorite toy. And, finally, a piece of the Hound itself, which we already have.”

Alderic turned to Rags. “How can water be personal? Or dirt?”

“Grave dirt is personal,” Rags said. “Gathered from the grave of one of the Beast’s victims, it will be powerful indeed.” She glanced at Lyssa. “The water could be from a place where either of you or one of the Beast’s victims had happy memories.”

“Why happy memories?” he asked.

“As I said, the Beast’s glyph is one of jealousy and heartbreak. Using items that represent happiness or love will help us to unravel it.” She tapped her chin. “In fact, you should each contribute a personal concern to the sword. Given how powerful dark magic can be—and how personal this glyph is—I sense that a single item won’t be enough.”

“Make a list of anything of yours that might work, and where I can find them,” Lyssa told Alderic. “I’ll try to get them when I’m out gathering the rest of the ingredients.”

“Oh, no,” Rags said, her fingers finding the bag of bones hanging from the cord around her neck. “Alderic must accompany you. He needs to gather the items he plans to use with his own hands.”

“Absolutely not,” Lyssa protested at the same time Alderic said, “I would really rather stay here.”

“The bones have spoken,” the old witch insisted. Usually that ended an argument, but this time Lyssa refused to back down.

“Look at him!” she cried, gesturing wildly at Alderic’s fine clothes, the lace at his wrists and neck, the high-heeled shoes that he had barely been able to walk through the forest in. “He’ll slow me down, at best. At worst, he’ll get himself hurt. Or killed. Or kidnapped by bandits and held for ransom.”

“I don’t want to go, either,” Alderic said, “but there’s no need to be rude.”

Rags shook her head. “The bones told me that you should keep him close, and—”

“Are you sure you heard them correctly?” Lyssa interrupted. She trusted Rags, for the most part, but sometimes the things “the bones” suggested were a little too convenient. The bones say to buy cake at the market today, or the bones say you’re to run me a hot bath and sprinkle it with herbs and bring me tea once I’m settled. She probably just didn’t want a strange man hanging around—not that Lyssa could blame her. But that wasn’t a good enough reason to saddle Lyssa with the aforementioned strange man.

“Yes, I read them correctly,” Rags snapped. “They suggested that Alderic is crucial to the unmaking of the Beast—him, and not only the claw that he possesses. No matter how many times I asked, I got the same answer: if he stays behind, you will fail. If you keep him close, there is a branch of the path that leads to success.”

“But why?” Lyssa demanded.

Ragnhild gave Alderic a shrewd look. “Why do you want the Beast dead? It killed someone you cared about?”

“I—” Alderic blinked at her, and seemed unable to form the words for a moment. Finally, he looked away. “Yes.”

“There you go,” Rags said triumphantly. “Alderic has an emotional connection to the Beast, and the bones know it. Besides, with a glyph as discordant as this one, the two of you working in harmony could be the very thing we need in order to unravel it.”

Lyssa shook her head. “No. Rags, I’m serious. He’ll get in the way. I am more than capable of gathering the ingredients by myself.”

“You couldn’t get a piece of the Beast on your own,” Ragnhild pointed out. “Nor could you find the creature in nearly thirteen years of searching for it, or provide an accurate glyph. Alderic here has done all of those things.”

“I…”

But there was no arguing with that. The witch was right, and it brought hot shame to Lyssa’s cheeks. This ruffly rich man had gotten her closer to fulfilling her oath than she had ever gotten on her own.

“Do you care more about your own ego, or killing the Beast?” Ragnhild asked. “It’s your choice.”

Lyssa gritted her teeth so hard it felt like she was going to crack a molar. “Fine.” She turned to Alderic. “But you have to do what I say.”

“Of course,” he said, inclining his head deferentially.

“We’re getting you a pistol.”

“I don’t know if that’s—”

“And you cannot wear that outfit.”

He looked down at himself. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

“You’re too noticeable. You need something more discreet. Something you can move around in easily, with shoes that won’t snap your ankles the second we leave the paved roads.”

“I’m sure I have something more appropriate at the manor,” Alderic said. “We could—”

“No,” Lyssa said. “I told you, the Hound-wardens will be waiting for us there. Your parlor is probably overrun with them even as we speak. In any case, I highly doubt you own anything I would consider appropriate. We’ll get you a few things in Warham before we set out.”

Alderic hesitated, then seemed to remember that he had agreed to do whatever she said. He inclined his head again. “I do love a good shopping trip.”

“You can go with Nadia,” Rags said. “She’s heading to Warham tomorrow morning to fetch some supplies.”

Nadia didn’t argue. She didn’t roll her eyes or snap that she didn’t need a babysitter. She simply said, “Okay.”

Ragnhild seemed as taken aback by that as Lyssa was. “Okay,” the old witch said slowly, staring at her apprentice. “Well, then. That’s settled.” She hobbled to where the claw sat beside the chalk drawing of the glyph and bent over with a grunt to retrieve it. “Do you mind if I stow this somewhere safe while you’re gone?”

“Not at all,” Alderic said, waving his hand as though it was of little consequence to him where it was kept, as though he could simply get another one if she lost it.

Lyssa resisted the urge to snatch the claw from the witch’s hands and hide it somewhere only she could find it. Ragnhild glanced at her, as if she could sense the battle raging within her, but when Lyssa didn’t move or argue, she slipped it into one of her apron pockets.

“You said before that the Beast is hibernating,” she said to Alderic as she made her way to the worktable, grabbing one of the stubby drafting pencils Lyssa kept in a lumpy clay jar in one corner and scribbling something in her leather book. “How long until it comes out again?”

“It appears at sunrise on the solstices and equinoxes only,” he replied. “At sunrise the day after, it goes back to its den and stays there until the next turn of the seasons.”

Rags grunted. “How very faerie,” she said, as she scribbled more notes in her book.

Lyssa chewed her split lip, angry at herself. How had she never noticed that? The Beast had a predictable pattern, and she had completely missed it. Lady Bright, Eddie had died on the Summer Solstice, and she still hadn’t pieced it together. Although, in her defense, it wasn’t like there was a massacre every time the seasons turned. Trottingham had happened a full ten years before Buxton Fields. There had to be some other factor at play, one neither of them had figured out yet.

“The Vernal Equinox is a couple of months away, out there,” she said, nodding in the general direction of the Gate. “We should be able to make it, if we don’t dally here too long.” At Alderic’s questioning look, she added, “Time isn’t the same in these woods. A day here can be a week there.”

“The Vernal Equinox.” Alderic’s expression was bewildered, as if he couldn’t believe this was finally happening. Lyssa felt much the same way, like the entire thing was a dream she might wake up from at any moment.

“You approve?” she asked him.

He seemed to consider it. “The Beast has lived far too long already. Better to dispatch of it as quickly as we can.”

“Hear, hear,” she said, raising an imaginary glass. This time Alderic didn’t hesitate before pretending to clink his own glass against it. “May winter’s end bring the end of the Beast with it.”






CHAPTER 
EIGHT
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DESPITE RAGNHILD’S PROTESTS, Lyssa did not join the witches and Alderic for dinner. A knot of anxiety and anticipation had formed in the pit of her stomach, obliterating her appetite and making the idea of idle chatter unbearable—not that she would ever admit to it in front of Alderic. What she needed was solitude, in order to untangle her thoughts and worries, prepare herself mentally for the road ahead, and start figuring out what ingredients she could use for the sword. She gave the usual litany of excuses: I’m exhausted, I’m sore, I’m not hungry, the hot springs are less annoying than you are, but Ragnhild thrust a bowl of vegetable soup and a hunk of crusty bread into her hands anyway.

Lyssa was too tired to argue. She tossed the bread to Brandy as soon as they left the cottage, and sipped at the broth while she walked up to the springs. As always, it needed more salt, but Rags had compensated with plenty of fresh thyme and basil.

Leaving the bowl of soup at the edge of the pool for Brandy to finish, Lyssa slipped into the steaming water and let it work its gentle magic on her, loosening her muscles, healing her cuts and bruises, and dulling the sharp edge of her anxiety into something she could at least think around.

Once she had relaxed a little, she began to mull over her list, trying to come up with some ingredients she could gather for the sword. But she couldn’t seem to focus—she only got as far as Eddie’s grave dirt before her mind wandered to what had happened during the deciphering spell, and to what they had discovered about the Beast’s glyph.

Whatever the reason the monster was created, the emotional nature behind it seemed fitting. After all, this was deeply personal to Lyssa as well. It made sense that the weapon used to destroy it would be the most personal she had ever forged in her career as Ragnhild’s blacksmith.

That’s when it struck her. Alderic. Alderic was coming with her, which meant that he was going to be there while she gathered ingredients of deep emotional significance to her. She imagined the thousand questions he had asked about glyphs and aelfs and magic turned on her, instead.

“Ungharad’s flaming sword,” she groaned, running her hands over her face in frustration. She would rather scoop out her own eye with a jagged spoon than tell him what she was gathering and why.

Rags and those stupid fucking bones. Tethering Lyssa to this buffoon of a man who …

Who is the sole reason the Beast is within your reach at all.

The thought came unbidden, and her temper flared as hot as the water she was soaking in. “That doesn’t mean I have to like the idea of babysitting him,” she muttered, and Brandy huffed a sympathetic sigh.

The first streaks of dusk had settled over the Witch’s Wood by the time she gave up trying to wrangle her thoughts and climbed out of the pool. She could work on her list of ingredients in the morning, before they left for Warham. A good night’s sleep would certainly help—and maybe by then Alderic would have his own list of items that Lyssa could use as a starting point.

As she passed the cottage on her way back to the smithy, leaving her empty bowl on the railing for Rags to find in the morning, Brandy started to growl, his hackles rising. Lyssa had just grabbed for a pistol that wasn’t there—it was on her desk in the loft—when she noticed Alderic coming down the porch steps, tripping over the herb pots while he clutched one of Ragnhild’s quilts to his chest.

“Oh, hello,” he said, raising a brow as he took in her wet hair, the damp clothes clinging to her skin. Clothes she had only begrudgingly put on because he was here. “Nice night for a swim.”

She snorted. “What are you doing out here with a quilt?”

“I was going to scope out the grass and see if I could find a suitable patch for the night.”

“You’re going to sleep out here? On the ground?” They both looked around at the clusters of gnats hovering over the long grass, and Alderic sighed.

“The ground and I are well acquainted,” he said. Lyssa recalled the sheer volume of beer he had consumed at the Morningstar, and wondered if he ever simply passed out in the forest before making it back to his manor. Good metabolism and watered-down pints could only go so far.

“Why don’t you just sleep on the porch? There’s a swing big enough to lie down on, and fewer bugs. I think Rags put spells up or something.”

“Ragnhild does not want me in or around the house. In fact, she suggested that I sleep in the smithy, with you.”

“Let me guess,” Lyssa said flatly. “The bones told her that?”

Alderic shrugged. “She just said that we should stick together—and that I’m your problem, not hers.”

“And you’d rather sleep in the grass than the smithy?”

“I’d rather sleep in the grass than force you to share your living quarters with me,” he said. “I am an intruder in your liminal wood, an intruder on your quest to forge the magic sword. The least I can do is refuse to intrude upon your bedroom, on your last night of freedom before you’re stuck with me for the next couple of months.” He gave her a wry smile. “I really am sorry, by the way. All I wanted was to pay you and be done with it. I never intended to have any part in this beyond that. But I suppose I should know by now that nothing in my life will ever be as easy as I want it to be. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my bed of leaves awaits.”

Before she could reply, he bade her good night and strode toward the tree line, where the clouds of gnats weren’t as thick. She watched him flop down in the grass, wrap himself up in the quilt, and turn his back to her.

“He’s odd, isn’t he?” Lyssa said as she and Brandy made their way back to the smithy, and the bullmastiff yowled in assent.

Still, there was something about him that Lyssa found sort of charming. She looked over her shoulder—Alderic was batting wildly at the air, the gnats undoubtedly having discovered his existence. She had half a mind to invite him to sleep on the floor in front of the forge, but decided against it. A few gnats might toughen him up a little, and the Lady knew he needed a little toughening up before they set out.



Lyssa couldn’t sleep. The knot of anxiety had become a net, tangling her up in what-ifs, most of them to do with Alderic. What if he got himself killed before they gathered all the items they needed, and the sword was too weak to kill the Beast? What if he got himself killed before he showed her where, exactly, the Beast’s den was located? What if he didn’t get himself killed, just horrifically injured, and they had to stop altogether until he had recovered? If anything happened to him, it would mean her failure.

“This is why I like working alone,” she muttered. Brandy gave her a look of reproach. “Why I don’t like working with other people,” she amended, and he closed his eyes again, seemingly satisfied.

Eventually, she wrote off sleep as a lost cause and got up, leaving Brandy to hog the bed. She sat down at her little desk and found a piece of scrap paper—the back of an advertisement for camping gear that someone had mailed to her—and a pencil. She started by jotting down the categories that their usual ingredients fell into:


faerie repellant

elemental/banishing items

• water:

• earth:

• botanical:

personal concerns

piece of the Hound



She wrote Beast’s claw beside piece of the Hound. One item down, five to go.

Next she wrote grave dirt, black moon beside earth under the elemental banishing items. She always used grave dirt from a Hound’s victim for her weapons, and Eddie’s would be all the more powerful because his death was so personal to her. It had to be gathered on a moonless night, but that wouldn’t be a problem—they would just have to time things correctly.

She wrote coffin nails? beside faerie repellant. They were another powerful tool—made of iron, which was poisonous to faeries, and often used in “destructive magic,” as Ragnhild called it. Unraveling spells, breaking curses, that sort of thing. But they were hard to come by, these days. Digging up a coffin was a hangable offense now, in order to combat the rise of the Resurrectionists—grave robbers who stole bodies and sold them to anatomists for dissection. Sometimes Lyssa found old nails in cemetery grass, so it was always worth listing them as a potential item, but given that they had to use something of personal significance for the sword, she doubted they were a viable option. She had no plans to exhume Eddie for a handful of nails, even if she knew she wouldn’t get caught, and Alderic definitely seemed too delicate to dig up whoever he had lost to the Beast.

Salt was another powerful faerie repellant, but she had no idea how to make it personal. She wrote it down anyway, though, just in case Alderic had a salt shaker with sentimental value in that parlor of his. The parlor that is probably filled with Hound-wardens right now, she thought grimly.

After that, her mind went blank again. “Emotional connection, emotional connection,” she muttered to herself, chewing her pencil and trying to think of something that might work. “Fuck, why is this so hard?” She resisted the urge to snap her pencil in half, throwing it down onto her desk instead.

The Beast, Eddie … it was all so personal, and yet she had nothing she could use, no tangible items that represented her love for her brother, or how much he had meant to her. The realization chafed her heart raw and left her aching.

Eventually she just started making notes, in case the act of jotting them down helped jog something loose in her mind.

Waning moon, she wrote next to water. Waning was a time of banishing, Rags had taught her, and good for removing spells, hexes, and curses. She didn’t have any happy memories of ponds or pools, though. She had grown up in Warham, where the only pond had been in the Hagswood, and was far too brackish for swimming. It was gone now, anyway, filled in when they created the Buxton Fields Memorial Park. There was the ocean, of course, and the river, but no one in their right mind would swim in either of those. The ocean off Warham was for cargo ships and commercial fishing, and the river stank of shit half the time. The upper class all fled to various quaint coastal villages in the summer months, but even before Lyssa’s family had fallen apart, they hadn’t had enough money to flee to the countryside when it got too hot in the city.

Alderic would have a personal connection to some body of water or another, though. She was sure of it. Rich boys always had boats.

She moved on to the botanicals, which also had to be gathered during the waning moon, writing down ash, rowan, ivy, boxwood, blackberry stalks. They were all common faerie-repellants, so if Alderic had an idea for a botanical item of his own, she could use one of these for the repellant category, instead.

Staring at the words, Lyssa’s breath caught in her throat. She actually had something for this one: the ash tree in her old backyard. She and Eddie had climbed its branches as children, had carved their names into its trunk, had used it as a hiding place when their father was drunk and angry. It was full of memories, sun-dappled and comforting.

It was perfect.

Her eyes stinging with the sudden threat of tears, Lyssa circled ash.

Finally, she moved on to the personal concerns. Necessary for any of Ragnhild’s workings. They usually used an item that had once belonged to a victim of the Hound in question—clothing, toys, a wedding ring or a favorite necklace. Photographs worked as well. Lyssa hoped Alderic had something they could use, because she had nothing left of Eddie.

Then she remembered what Rags had said, about them both needing a personal concern, given how personal the Beast’s glyph was.

Fuck. Well, she would have to worry about that later.

With an ache in her chest, she folded up the paper and put it in her pocket.

Lyssa packed and repacked her bag, making sure she had everything she might need on their journey: bedroll, med kit, food rations, canteen, knives, bullets. They wouldn’t be on the road much, since Lyssa could use the Gate to travel around most of Ibyrnika, but there were only certain places she could come through, and they would have to make up the difference themselves.

It wasn’t quite dawn when she left the smithy, and she was surprised to find Alderic awake and doing squats not far from where he had bedded down for the night. His hair was tangled and had leaves in it, but his skin was surprisingly free of bug bites. Usually when Lyssa stayed outside for too long she looked like a teenager again, riddled with red bumps.

He didn’t see her at first; Lyssa watched him for a few minutes, bemused.

“You’re up early,” she said finally.

He started violently, almost falling on his ass. “Oh, good morning. You snuck up on me.”

“What are you doing?”

“Stretching!” he cried, sinking into a lunge so deep it was a miracle his pants didn’t split. “I figured it might help.”

“Squats and lunges won’t be of much use if we get attacked,” she said, setting down her pack. “And being limber won’t keep you from getting killed.”

“Why are you so convinced that I’m going to be murdered?” he asked conversationally, dropping into another lunge. “It’s the lace, isn’t it?”

“It certainly doesn’t help.”

“I assure you, madam, that lace or no lace, I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

“I’m sure you are,” she said in the tone that adults use when praising children for being barely adequate at simple tasks.

He stopped his lunges and frowned at her. “You don’t believe me.”

“Not particularly.” She crossed her arms. “How many fights have you been in?”

“Do sword fights count?” he asked after a moment of consideration.

Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You know how to use a sword?”

“I used to.”

“That might actually come in handy, once we have to face the Hound-wardens.” The faerie-lovers didn’t use firearms, preferring instead the weapons favored by their “gods”—bronze swords and silver knives, bows and arrows, spears tipped with obsidian or bone. A sword wouldn’t protect Alderic from an arrow in the chest, but at least he wouldn’t be completely defenseless. “I have a few that I haven’t had a chance to bring to the market yet. You can pick whichever one you’d like. But we’re still getting you a pistol.”

“Splendid!” Another lunge.

“Have you ever used one before? A pistol, I mean.”

“Once or twice.”

Lyssa found a tree at a suitable distance from Alderic and carved an X into the trunk with her knife. When she returned, she loaded her pistol and handed it to him. The first thing he did was look down the barrel, and she smacked him on the back of the head.

“Don’t point it at your face!”

“Sorry.”

She rolled her eyes. “Try to hit the tree I just marked.”

He stood up straight. Rolled his neck and shoulders.

“Any time, now,” Lyssa said impatiently.

He raised his arm and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened.

“Squeeze harder.”

He obeyed. The blast seemed to surprise him, and he staggered from the recoil. The tree remained unscathed.

Lyssa sighed. “I thought you said you’d used one of those before.”

“I said once or twice,” he reminded her, then winced. “Quite a while ago, at that.”

She took the pistol from him. Nudged his shins with her boot. “Widen your stance. Shoulder-length apart. Like this.” She showed him, and he copied her. Then she placed the pistol back into his hand, adjusting the line of his arm and the way his fingers were holding the grip itself. “Okay, try again.”

He did, and hit the X dead in the center.

She clapped him on the back. “Much better!”

“Are you satisfied now?” he asked, the corner of his lip quirking up.

“Not yet.”

The kitchen window slammed open and Rags stuck her head out. “Who is firing guns in my woods before sunrise?” she shouted.

“I’m making sure Al won’t get murdered by Hound-wardens,” Lyssa shouted back.

“Oh. Carry on, then!” The witch’s head disappeared from the window.

Lyssa took back her pistol and holstered it. “Now, I want you to punch me.”

Alderic shook his head so hard the leaves fell out of his hair. “Absolutely not. I refuse to hit—”

“I told you before, I’m not a lady. Besides, if Honoria comes after us, she’ll have no qualms about hurting you. I want you to have a little experience with hand-to-hand, in case you can’t get to your sword or pistol in time. Here, put up your fists like this”—she moved into a fighting stance—“and try to hit me.”

He raised his hands and almost immediately lowered them, clearly distraught at the idea. “But I don’t—”

Lyssa struck, punching him right in the nose. Alderic reeled back, clutching at his face as blood began to stream from both nostrils.

“Lesson one,” she said as he swore in what sounded like three different languages. “Keep your hands up.”

His nose was already turning purple. He wiped it on the back of his hand, smearing bright blood on his pale skin, and got back into the stance she had shown him, his hands firmly guarding his face this time. “I really don’t want to hit you.” His voice sounded congested from the swelling.

“You have to stop with that bullshit. It’s insulting.”

“It’s not because you’re a woman,” he insisted. “I don’t want to hit anyone.”

“Well, you only have to hit me once and we’ll stop.”

“Only once?”

“Just to prove that you won’t jeopardize this whole thing if we get attacked,” she said.

He dropped his hands, then raised them quickly when she started to move toward him. “What do you mean?”

“If what Rags said is true, then I need you to be not-dead in order to make a sword that can kill the Beast. And I definitely need you to be not-dead in order for you to lead me to the monster’s den. Show me that if something goes south, you won’t get slaughtered.”

“I won’t get slaughtered,” he insisted.

“Prove it.”

His face set with determination. For a moment it seemed like he wasn’t going to do anything other than shift his weight from foot to foot, but when Lyssa moved to strike him again, he lashed out, catching her chin with the heel of his hand. Her head snapped back and she staggered, her vision going white for a moment.

There was a cackle from the porch—Nadia and Rags were on the swing, looking delighted.

“Sorry!” Al cried, putting up his hands in surrender.

“Very good,” she growled through gritted teeth. Adrenaline was sparking in her veins now, and despite what she had told him, she raised her fists again.

“But you said—”

“I don’t care what I said.” She advanced, closing the distance between them swiftly.

She wasn’t sure what happened; one moment she was getting ready to hit Alderic in his stupid, panicked face, and the next her legs had been swept out from under her and she was flat on her back, wheezing for breath. The cackling from the porch rose to shrieks of laughter.

“Sorry! I’m so sorry!” Alderic said. “You looked like you were going to hit me again, and I … well, I…”

“He tossed you like a sack of chicken feed!” Ragnhild howled.

Lyssa glared up at him. His stupid face was racked with guilt and concern, and he held out a hand to help her up. She grabbed it and yanked him to the ground, flipping him so that she was straddling him, her knife pressed to his throat beneath the layers of his cravat.

“You did good, Al,” she said. “But you have to stop being such a gentleman. It’s going to get you killed.”

His mouth twisted in amusement. “I’ll have to remember that.”

“See that you do.” She climbed off him and helped him to his feet.

“Do you feel better about me coming along, though?” he asked, brushing leaves off his backside.

“Marginally.”

“Marginally?” Nadia crowed from the porch. “He knocked you flat on your ass!”

Lyssa ignored her, though she felt her cheeks go hot. “At least I know you won’t get slaughtered like a lamb the second we get into trouble.”

“I told you I wouldn’t,” he said, with a self-satisfied smile. “Maybe that will teach you not to make assumptions based on someone’s appearance.”

“And maybe you shouldn’t get a big head just because you managed to hit me once.”

“I also swept you off your feet,” he reminded her.

She scowled. “Do you want to go again?”

He backed up a step, the panicked look returning to his face. “Not particularly.”

“Then shut up.”



Brandy whined pitifully, straining against Ragnhild’s grip on his collar.

“You have to stay here, darling,” Lyssa said, kneeling down to let the bullmastiff lick her face. “It’s not safe for you out there.” Brandy huffed his disagreement, insulted. “I know you’ve fought Hound-wardens before,” she told him, rubbing his ear. “But things are different now. You’re getting too…” She trailed off, letting the word old die on her lips. She refused to think of him as old. Refused to acknowledge that if they had never found the Witch’s Wood and Ragnhild’s cottage, she would already have lost him years ago.

Brandy growled a warning deep in his throat, glaring at Alderic, as if accusing the man of usurping his rightful place by Lyssa’s side.

“I’ll be fine. He’s not going to hurt me.” She kissed his muzzle and stood.

“Good luck,” Ragnhild said to Lyssa. To Nadia, who stood off to the side, holding the handle of the little wooden wagon she would pile their shopping into, “Get only what’s on the list. No trinkets or baubles this time.” Her apprentice scowled. “And you,” she told Alderic. “Do as Lyssa says—I’ve no doubt she’ll keep you safe if you do. And make sure you avoid the Hound-wardens.”

“Our plan was to run straight for them,” Alderic said before Lyssa could comment, “but now that you’ve said that, we shall reconsider.”

Lyssa barked a surprised laugh, and Rags scowled. “Don’t be cheeky with me, young man,” the witch said.

They turned to go, and Brandy let out a howl that nearly cleaved Lyssa’s heart in two.

She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Oh, all right,” she said, like she had every single time this past year. It was as much a part of the ritual of her leaving, now, as packing her bag or replenishing her chalk. Ragnhild let go of Brandy’s collar, and the dog leapt up on Lyssa and bared his teeth in a grin, licking her face.

“This is the last time,” she said, like she always did. “You’d better make it count, okay?”

Brandy harrumphed, as if knowing this was a farce they must go through every time he came along, and cast a smug look at Alderic.

With one last goodbye to Ragnhild, Lyssa, Alderic, Nadia, and Brandy set off for the stone arch.

“Have you come up with any ingredients you can contribute to the sword?” Lyssa asked Alderic as they walked.

“No,” he admitted. “Not for lack of trying, I assure you. It’s just, well…” He grimaced, refusing to look at her. “Nothing comes to mind when I try to muster up a happy memory.”

Her heart ached at that, and once again she felt a sudden urge to comfort him, just as she had in the hansom cab on the way to his manor. “You’ll think of something,” she told him, trying to sound optimistic. “It’s just the magic of this place, squeezing your brain. In fact, I am absolutely dreading having to pare down your inevitable list of a hundred suitable items, all of them shoved somewhere in that pack rat’s paradise of a parlor.”

“Perhaps.” He looked unconvinced, but a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, as if he appreciated her effort.

“I have a couple of things we can start with, in the meantime, depending on what phase the moon is in out there,” she said.

“The moon?”

“We have to collect some of the items during specific times in the lunar cycle.”

He looked like he wanted to interrogate her further, but by then they had reached the Gate, and it was time to go.

“Ready?” Lyssa asked, snorting when Alderic took a huge breath and held it. “We’re not diving.”

He let the breath out, looking sheepish. “Right.”

She held out her hand and he stared at it.

“It’s not dirty,” she said after a moment.

“I didn’t say that it was.”

“Then take it.”

“Why?”

“To make sure we come out in the same place.”

A look of horror crept over his face, and she laughed.

“It’ll be fine,” Nadia said gently. “Watch—Brandy and I will go through first.” She grabbed Brandy’s collar in one hand, the other still holding the wagon’s handle.

“Warham!” she shouted. Then she stepped through the Gate, Brandy trotting alongside her, and instead of coming out the other side of the stone arch, they were gone. There was no flash of light or boom of thunder, only a faint ripple of air that could have been the wind in the leaves around them, and a pulse of the magic pressing against their skin.

“It’s that easy?” Alderic asked.

“It’s that easy,” Lyssa replied.

Alderic threaded his fingers through hers and closed his eyes. It was an effort not to flinch away from his touch—when was the last time someone had held her hand?

She studied him for a moment; there was something nagging at her about his face. Then she realized what it was. His nose, which she was fairly certain she’d broken when she punched him, had a mere wisp of a bruise that could have been the shadow of the leaves overhead.

When she pointed it out to him, he opened his eyes again and said, “I told you, I have a good metabolism.”

“I’m not sure metabolism works that way,” she said.

“Are we going to stand here all day and chat about my exquisite features and peak physical condition? Or are we going to begin our quest?”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, all right, keep your pants on. And don’t let go of me.” Then she shouted, “Warham!” and they stepped through the Gate.






CHAPTER 
NINE
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“WHY HERE?” ALDERIC asked, gazing around at the Buxton Fields Memorial Park. He was paler than usual, and grimacing like he was going to be sick again. Lyssa couldn’t blame him; crossing through the Gate took some getting used to.

“The barrier between worlds is thinner in some places,” Nadia explained. She was sitting cross-legged on one of the stone benches scattered throughout the park, stroking Brandy’s ears. “It’s easier for the Gate to spit us out in spots where it’s thin.”

It was early afternoon in Warham, the sun bright and the sky the unforgiving blue of a winter’s day. Cold, but not dismal, and there were even more people bustling about on the streets as a result.

Nadia kept a tight grip on the wagon handle as they shoved their way through the crowds. The wagon itself was piled high with goods to sell, to supplement the coin that Lyssa had brought home from the troll-job—ladles and spoons that Ragnhild had carved; cord bracelets that Nadia had woven; the weapons, kitchen cutlery, and protective talismans Lyssa had gathered from the finished-pieces basket on her worktable before they left.

Alderic lagged behind. At first Lyssa thought he was just caught up in the crowds, but when she and Nadia stopped at an intersection to allow him to catch up, she realized that he was limping.

“Everything okay?” she asked, and he gave her a look of stern reproach.

“We have passed at least a dozen coachyards,” he said through gritted teeth. “We are stopping at the next one, and I am hiring us a cab.”

“You will do no such thing,” Lyssa said.

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a waste of money.” And a waste of life, when the thing inevitably crashed and killed everyone inside. She patted her thighs. “The marrowbone stagecoach is free.”

“The what?” Alderic looked at her like she’d gone insane.

“She means walking,” Nadia said with a roll of her eyes.

“Well, walking is ruining my shoes.” He lifted one of his feet and prodded at the bottom; sure enough, the heel was coming off.

“Good,” Lyssa said. “They’re atrocious.”

“As if you’re any sort of judge, wearing those big ugly shapeless things the color of old mud.”

“They may be ugly, but my feet feel nice and cozy. How are yours?” At his glare, she said, “That’s what I thought. Now, let’s go get you some footwear that won’t hobble you permanently. It’s only another mile.”

Alderic groaned. “Oh, only another mile!”

When they reached the market square, Alderic made a rather pathetic, limping beeline for the first clothier they saw with a display of satin waistcoats in the window. They were even gaudier than the one he had on.

Lyssa grabbed his shoulders and steered him away. “We are looking for practical and unobtrusive,” she reminded him. “Like that one.” She pointed to a shop across the street with woolen traveling cloaks in the window, in shades of gray and brown.

He looked at her like she had asked him to spit in a baby’s face. “But—”

“Let’s just try it.”

For a moment it looked like he was going to argue with her, but then he sighed. “If I must.”

They crossed the street, Alderic dragging his feet pitifully, and peeked inside the shop.

“Oh! Yes, this will do nicely!” Alderic exclaimed, his face lighting up when he saw a rack of pants in a veritable rainbow of colors. It wasn’t the only one, either, and Lyssa realized with horror that the display in the window had betrayed her.

“On second thought,” she started, but the shopgirl got to them first.

“Come in! Come in!” the girl cried before Lyssa could haul Alderic away, sailing over to where they hesitated in the doorway. “The dog is welcome, too! We outfit many of the men from the Warham Hunting Lodge—a little animal hair doesn’t bother me!” Her laugh was like the tinkling of a harpsichord, and she smiled sweetly as she waved Alderic inside. “May I ask what caught your eye?”

“Er…” Alderic glanced back at Lyssa before squaring his shoulders and stepping over the threshold into the shop. “The scarlet pants.”

Lyssa groaned, but the shopgirl clapped, delighted. “An excellent choice, sir! Would you like to try them on? Oh! And you must try these as well…”

She began pulling a riot of brightly colored items off the racks and shelves, holding them up for his inspection and chattering on and on about the cut and drape and stitching. Such talk would have bored Lyssa to violence, but Alderic looked happy, asking questions and fingering fabrics.

Lyssa turned to Nadia. “Stay here, and don’t let him leave this shop—not that he’ll want to.”

“But I have to go get supplies.”

“And I need to offload my stuff first, so that you have more money to buy those supplies, and room for them in the wagon,” Lyssa said. “I won’t be long.” She eyed the pile of clothes in the shopgirl’s arms warily. “Don’t let him buy anything ridiculous. Make sure he gets something in black, brown, or gray.”

The little witch crossed her arms and glowered. “I don’t take orders from you, remember?”

“Nadia, I’m serious.”

“So am I. If you want someone to babysit him, do it yourself.”

“But I have to—”

“Then you’d better hurry up.”

Lyssa made a sound of frustration, and Nadia smirked in return.

Half an hour later, Lyssa left the Iron Lane and headed back to Muslin Street, her money pouch jingling merrily on her belt. She had managed to offload most of the items she had made in the past few months: table cutlery, hunting knives, horseshoes, a couple of swords—non-magical, of course—and a handful of iron talismans for warding off faeries. The merchant she bought her smithing materials from hadn’t yet gotten in the shipment of Valdalian steel Lyssa preferred to use for her magical weapons, though, which meant that Lyssa would have to come back to Warham to buy it before she could forge the sword—and she’d have to pray to the Lady that the extra errand wouldn’t throw off their timing too much.

When she returned to the clothier, Nadia was sitting on one of the padded benches in the waiting area, Brandy at her feet, an enormous array of white shopping bags arranged around them like a snow fort.

“What’s all this?” Lyssa demanded, crouching to rifle through one of the bags. “Silk cravats? Emerald-green pants? Nadia, I told you—”

“And I told you I wasn’t going to babysit him.”

“Then what have you been doing? Watching him rack up an enormous bill just to spite me?”

“I have simply been giving my honest opinion when I am consulted on matters of taste,” she said, mimicking Alderic’s voice.

“So you’ve been enabling him, is that it?” Lyssa looked at one of the price tags and swore. That waistcoat could have fed her and Eddie for a month, when they were living on the streets. “This is outrageous.”

“It’s not my fault he buys everything that happens to look good on him. Or that he looks good in everything, no matter how weird it is. Besides, it’s his money,” Nadia pointed out. “Who cares what he does with it?”

“What about this?” Alderic announced, strutting out of the dressing room in canary-yellow pants and a leaf-green waistcoat embroidered with oranges.

“You look stupid,” Lyssa said automatically, barely registering more than the ostentatious flash of color.

He lifted his chin. “Well, that is a matter of opinion, isn’t it? Fashion is subjective, after all.” He turned to Nadia. “What do you think?”

“I think it looks—”

“Stupid,” Lyssa interrupted. “She thinks it looks stupid, because it does.” She glared at the little witch, daring her to say something, but Nadia only rolled her eyes and looked away as if she no longer cared.

Alderic put his hands on his hips. “Well, I like it, and that’s all that matters.”

“Not sticking out in a crowd also matters,” Lyssa told him. “As does ease of movement. Why don’t you at least pick a pair of pants that aren’t quite so … tight?”

“Oh ho! Ease of movement, you say? Look no further!” He did a lunge and, just like the pants he had been wearing before, the garish yellow monstrosities somehow didn’t rip.

She massaged her temples and sighed heavily, praying to the Lady for strength. She should be out on the road by now, alone, heading toward her vengeance. Not babysitting a spendthrift with a coin purse bigger than his brain. “Will you at least get something in a darker color? Please?”

Alderic flashed her a smile. “Oh, all right. But only because you said please.”

When he vanished back into the dressing room, Nadia said, “Those pants really do hug the cheeks, don’t they?”

“I hadn’t noticed,” Lyssa snapped.

The little witch nudged her and nodded to the shopgirl, who was fanning herself with one hand, her face as scarlet as the pants that had lured Alderic into the store. “Well, she did.”

Lyssa snorted.

Alderic came out again after a few minutes, this time all in black, from his plain silk cravat down to his miraculously practical shoes. The effect of the darker color against his pale skin and hair was striking, and brought out the stormy blue of his eyes.

“What do you think?” he asked.

Lyssa opened and closed her mouth, completely caught off guard by how not-ridiculous he looked.

He smirked, looking pleased with himself. “Ah. A good rule in fashion: buy whatever makes the lady speechless. What about you, little witch?”

Nadia cocked her head. “You look like a handsome crow.”

Alderic nodded. “That settles it. I’ll buy six in black,” he told the shopgirl, who looked about ready to faint.

“What’s next?” he asked as they shouldered their way through the street-traffic outside the shop, Lyssa using the bags she was carrying as a battering ram.

“You need a bedroll, a pack, and a pistol,” she said, and groaned at the way his face lit up; she had a feeling they were going to have to buy a second wagon to carry all of his purchases.



Lyssa and Alderic had time to kill while they waited for Nadia to do her own shopping, so they decided to get something to eat. They slurped down a cup of hot eels apiece, another cup each of chowder, and shared a folded newspaper cone full of fried cod. Alderic had wanted popcorn, too, but Lyssa refused to go near the stall. When she confessed—after much prodding on Alderic’s part—that the smell of it made her sick to her stomach, he had gotten a bag of saltwater taffy instead, commenting after Lyssa’s third handful that they certainly didn’t seem to make her ill, although that was liable to change if she kept it up.

Now they sat at a tiny table beside one of the many food stalls dotting the city streets, sipping coffee and nibbling on thin slices of bread topped with a scrape of butter. Coffee and “thins” had been Lyssa’s breakfast every morning when she lived on the streets with Eddie, and often her lunch and dinner, too, if she couldn’t earn enough for eels or sausage. She had gotten so sick of it as a child that she had sworn never to have coffee with buttered bread again once she could afford literally anything else, but of course now the meal reminded her of her brother, and she craved it all the time.

Pedestrians bustled past the stall; the air buzzed with the insect-drone of their chatter, mingled with the shouts of the street-sellers, the clop of hooves and squeak of wheels as the cabs and omnibuses went by, the discordant jangling of a hurdy-gurdy and not-much-better singing drifting lazily through the river of noise.

Alderic sat back in his chair, studying the crowd with an unreadable expression. He had worn one of the all-black outfits out of the store, his old clothes stuffed into one of the shopping bags. It was of resilient material and would travel well, the shopgirl had assured him—to Lyssa’s profound relief. At least he had a few sets of modest clothing for their journey, amidst all the other outrageous things he had purchased.

“You bought too much,” she said, nudging one of Alderic’s bulging paper shopping bags with her foot. It rankled her, the way he had spent a small fortune as easily as breathing.

“I can’t help it. I like things,” he replied.

“I noticed,” she said flatly.

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“You have that enormous manor, and not a single servant in sight. Yet you had ten clocks in the same room, and an entire wicker basket full of brass door knockers.”

“Yes. Well. Things last longer than people do,” he said, staring down into his coffee cup like his fortune was floating somewhere in the dregs.

Lyssa’s annoyance rapidly deflated at the sight of his expression—the sorrow and hopelessness and bitter longing that she knew all too well.

“Al,” she started, not knowing what to say, only that she wanted to shake that look loose, until it fell from his face. Ungharad’s sword, she almost asked him about fabric, but was saved from the confusing impulse by a wandering performer singing “Blood on Buxton Fields,” a distasteful ballad someone had written about the Beast. It was all poetry and heroism, glossing over the fact that most of the dead had been children. They had even made Lyssa’s brother into a gallant lover fighting off the monster to save his bride-to-be, instead of a gangly boy trying to protect his stupid little sister. It made her stomach turn every time she heard it.

“Boo! Play something else!” she shouted at the man, cupping her hands around her mouth so that her voice would carry over the noise of the street.

A few people turned to stare, and the street performer frowned at her. “It’s one of the most popular—”

“I don’t care! Boo!”

The performer scowled and, without taking his eyes from Lyssa’s, began the next line of the ballad regardless.

“The Beast did roar and—”

Lyssa’s last piece of bread hit him square in the face, leaving a smear of butter on his nose as it flopped to the ground, where it was instantly set upon by pigeons. “Hey!” the singer shouted. “You don’t have to throw things at me!”

“I would have thought you’d be used to it by now.”

The man gestured crudely at her before moving on to another patch of pavement, where a crowd of ladies looked eager to accept him into their midst.

“Thank the gods,” Alderic muttered, downing the rest of his coffee. “I hate that song.”

“I would rather stab myself in the ear with a rusty nail than have to listen to it one more time,” Lyssa agreed.

“The way they’ve completely romanticized a tragedy,” Alderic said with disgust, before looking at her appraisingly. “Your aim is impeccable, by the way.”

“I’m a woman of many talents.”

“Antagonizing people being chief amongst them, it would seem.”

Nadia plopped down in the empty chair across from them. Brandy, who had gone with her for protection, got a piece of fried cod from Lyssa’s pocket for his troubles.

“We should avoid Fletcher Street,” the little witch said.

Lyssa frowned at her. “What? Why?”

“The Children of the Moonlit Grove are there, handing out flower crowns. Faerie-lovers,” she explained to Alderic as Lyssa groaned, rubbing her hands over her face in frustration. Fletcher was the fastest way back to the memorial park, and it would take them twice as long to go around.

“Like the ones who chased me through my wall?” Alderic asked.

“Sort of. Different cult, same delusions,” Lyssa said. “Though the Children of the Moonlit Grove aren’t considered enemies of the Crown.” At his puzzled look, she added, “As far as the king is concerned, the citizens of Ibyrnika can worship the faeries all they want. But the Hounds slaughter his taxpayers indiscriminately, and that is where he draws the line. Protecting the monsters is akin to attempted murder.” There was a bounty on the head of every single Hound-warden on the isle, as a result, and Lyssa was not ashamed to admit that she had collected a few of them herself—though not the one that mattered most.

He frowned. “I still don’t understand why anyone would worship faeries.”

Nadia cut off Lyssa’s rant before it could begin. “Remember what Rags told you about the Blessed Ones and the Wicked Ones? There are good and bad faeries just like there are good and bad people, for all that the Butcher here pretends that every last one of them is a horrific monster intent on murdering humans.”

Lyssa scowled at the little witch. “Yeah, there are ‘good’ faeries,” she sneered. “Right up until they decide you’ve wronged them. Then they’ll fly into a rage and try to murder you.”

“Sounds like someone else I know,” Nadia said with a smirk.

“Do we need to be worried about them?” Alderic asked.

“No,” Lyssa said, still glaring at Nadia. “The Hound-wardens pose an actual threat, but the Children are completely toothless.”

“Then why do we need to avoid them?”

“Because they hate Lyssa,” Nadia said brightly, as if that fact delighted her. “Whenever they see her, they throw eggs at her.”

“Wasteful idiots,” Lyssa muttered. “It’s not my fault I got hired to kill the dryad they decided to worship. They don’t throw eggs at Deborah Grayson or the new mansion she built on the land where its tree used to be.”

“You should travel in disguise,” Alderic said, and, with a wicked smile, added, “I know. I’ll buy you a dress. You could sail right by them, and they’d never guess it was you.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “You say that like you think it would humiliate me to wear one. For your information, I have nothing against dresses. They’re just impractical in my line of work.” Impractical, and a symbol of the life she had lost when her mother died. She couldn’t shrug it back on again, even if she wanted to. “It’s a fine idea, but we’ve wasted enough time here as it is.”

“What about this, then?” he asked, fishing a bowler hat out of one of his shopping bags.

“Well, that’s lucky,” Nadia said as Lyssa wound her braids around her head and jammed the hat on over them.

“No,” Alderic said with a self-satisfied smile. “That is good shopping.”



Fortunately, Lyssa had never had much of a “womanly figure,” even before she took up blacksmithing. With the hat pulled low and her coat wrapped tightly around her, she looked like every other clerk or banker walking back to the office after lunch, and they managed to skirt by the Children of the Moonlit Grove without being pummeled by eggs—though Lyssa did get a flower crown jammed onto her bowler hat despite shaking her head when they asked if she wanted one. She had promptly discarded it the moment they rounded the corner; Alderic, meanwhile, was still wearing his.

“Hold on,” he said as Lyssa got out her chalk. They were in the Buxton Fields Memorial Park, standing beside the wall in the back, where people rarely ventured.

“We have wasted two hours waiting for you to finish packing your bag,” Lyssa said through gritted teeth. “I’m not waiting any longer.”

“But I have something I wanted to…” He rummaged through the remainder of his shopping bags, balanced precariously atop Nadia’s wagon; she had agreed to bring home anything he didn’t pack, and store it safely in the cottage until he returned.

Lyssa pinched the bridge of her nose with a heavy sigh. “I thought we had agreed that you were satisfied with your choices,” she said, looking pointedly at his massive traveling pack. It was three times as heavy as hers and was stuffed with enough gear for ten people. If he hadn’t been so enthusiastic about demonstrating his ability to carry it without complaint, she would have made him get rid of half the stuff inside. “You do not need to add a single—”

“Aha!” he said triumphantly, holding up the thing he had been looking for—a drawstring pouch with a pattern of little black crows dotting the pale gray fabric. He presented it to Nadia with a flourish.

“You … you got me a present?” Nadia breathed, her eyes wide.

“I didn’t get a present,” Lyssa said.

“I let you eat half of my taffy,” he reminded her.

“What’s it for?” Nadia asked him.

“Anything you’d like,” he said. “It made me think of you, so I bought it.”

“He’s an impulse-buyer,” Lyssa said. “Don’t be too flattered.”

But the little witch beamed, hugging the pouch to her chest. “Thank you.”

Lyssa whistled. “Well, well, well, you do have other facial expressions besides—aaaaaand it’s gone,” she said when Nadia’s smile faded back into a scowl. “All right, bird-girl, time to go home. Al and I have to be on our way.” She drew a Door and knocked, the edges beginning to glow with magic.

Nadia hesitated. “Be careful,” she said, giving Alderic a quick embrace before stepping over the threshold, hauling the wagon full of supplies and excess shopping behind her.

When the wall had closed, Lyssa looked at Alderic, bemused. “She … hugged you.”

“So?”

“Nadia does not hug people.”

He gave her a look. “She doesn’t hug you, you mean.”

“And I vastly prefer it that way.” She turned to study the sky. Dusk was still a few hours away. “We need to figure out what phase the moon is in,” she said. If it was at the end of its lunation, they could hang around Warham and collect Lyssa’s grave dirt once it was dark.

“The full moon was two nights ago,” Alderic informed her, plucking the flower crown from his head and laying it gently in the grass.

Brandy leaned against her leg and she scratched behind his ear. “How do you know that?”

“Marcia. The shopgirl,” he added when she stared at him blankly. “I asked her.”

She refused to admit that she was impressed. The frilly bastard had actually made himself useful on day one. “And this … Marcia … didn’t think it was weird, you asking about the moon phases?”

“I don’t think she cared,” he said. “She told me that no one in the history of the shop had ever spent as much in one day. I could have asked her if she thought it was possible to teach a chicken how to ride a bicycle and she wouldn’t have batted an eyelash.”

Lyssa smirked. “Oh, she was certainly batting her eyelashes.”

Alderic looked puzzled. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Sure you didn’t.” She flipped her chalk idly and caught it. “So. The full moon was two nights ago. That means in a little less than two weeks it’ll be new. We’ll need to collect the grave dirt the night before that, when you can’t even see a sliver of it.” In terms of Ragnhild’s magic, the black moon was a time for banishing, whereas the new moon—when the first crescent was just barely visible in the sky—represented beginnings and fresh starts. An important distinction, for their purposes.

“What else do we need?”

She fished her list out of her pocket and handed it to him. He unfolded it carefully, a little furrow forming between his brows as his eyes darted across the page.

“Your handwriting is atrocious.”

“I’m a faerie-killer, not a secretary,” she said.

“Why did you circle ash?”

“Why do you think?” she said, rolling her eyes. “I know where we can get some ash wood that fits Ragnhild’s parameters. We’ll collect that first. Unless you have a botanical item for the elemental category—if you do, we can use the ash as our faerie repellant instead, and the moon phase won’t matter.”

“I do not.”

She sighed. Of course he didn’t. That would have been too easy. “All right, then. Botanical item: ash wood collected during the waning moon. We’ll have to get the water next, since it also needs to be collected during the waning moon.”

Alderic looked up at her. “Do you have something in mind for water?”

“No. Do you?”

Those simple words seemed to open an old wound; Alderic’s expression turned hollow, and when he looked back at her list, she could tell that he wasn’t really seeing the paper anymore.

Lyssa felt that strange urge to comfort him again. “Come on, rich boy,” she said, trying to goad the pain off his face. If he was annoyed with her, he wouldn’t be mired in memory, letting it eat him alive. “I know there’s something. Let me guess—happy, sun-drenched summers swimming in your private lake? Or … boating, maybe?” He got that pinched look that seemed to indicate she’d struck a nerve, and she grinned. “It is boating, isn’t it?”

“I am not going to dignify that with an answer, but yes, there might be water of some significance we can use. What about the other items?”

“The grave dirt will be simple,” she said. “The Beast had plenty of victims to choose from, and we can pretend to be planting flowers if there’s anyone around that might be suspicious if we show up with a shovel.” He didn’t need to know that she had a very specific grave in mind already.

“Those are all the elemental items,” he said, consulting the list again. “That leaves salt, coffin nails, and our personal concerns. What are we going to use for those?”

“The salt and coffin nails are just a suggestion,” she said. “They both fall under the faerie repellant category, but we only need one. Does the water you’re thinking of come from the ocean?”

“No.”

She blew out a breath, her chest tightening with anxiety. “No salt, then, because I certainly don’t have an emotional connection to it.”

“What about coffin nails?” he asked.

“Coffin nails are … tricky to acquire,” she told him, “which means we may have to use regular iron for our faerie repellant.”

“Do you have an emotional connection to regular iron?” He handed the list back to her.

“It kills faeries,” she said, shoving the paper into her pocket. “And in case you hadn’t noticed, I am a big fan of dead faeries.”

He frowned. “Will that be enough, though?”

“I don’t know,” Lyssa admitted, patting Brandy’s side. He was still leaning against her legs, so heavily now that it was an effort to stay upright. “Maybe we can use extra personal concerns to make up for it.” Except that she didn’t have any. Alderic seemed to collect things like an ice-blond magpie, though. Some of them must be tied to happy memories of the person he had lost to the Beast, despite his struggle to think of anything. “We can figure those out later. For now, let’s focus on the elemental items.”

“Sounds good to me.”

As she drew another Door and knocked to activate the magic, she said, “The Doors can only ever lead us to the Gate, so we’ll come out in the Wood, leave our packs by the archway, and then go right back through it. It might be disorienting. Hold tight to my hand when we’re in the in-between, and don’t let go until I tell you.”

“Why are we leaving our packs in the Wood?”

“Because we won’t need them to get the ash—it’ll be quick. We’ll pick them up when we come back through, on our way to wherever we’re getting the water.”

Alderic shouldered his massive pack with a grunt and threaded his fingers through hers. Then Lyssa grabbed Brandy’s collar with her free hand, and together the three of them stepped through the Door.






CHAPTER 
TEN
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THEY EMERGED FROM a brick wall in a little town called Sunnyside. It looked to be about six o’clock in the evening, though one would hardly know it in this sleepy suburb. Warham would have been teeming with bankers and lawyers and their clerks heading home from the office, but Sunnyside was as empty as if it had been the early hours of the morning.

Lyssa checked the position of the setting sun and went north, walking up and down identical streets until she found the one she was looking for.

The sight of the house was always jarring, at first—the exterior a dull gray instead of the soft blue her mother had loved so much, the white fence that had replaced the wrought iron her father had installed himself, the hedges that now lined the short path to the door. She wondered if the roses had been too much work for the new owner, with winters this cold. Few had the patience—or the green thumb—that her mother had been blessed with. The ash tree was still towering over the back fence, though, same as always, and that was all that mattered for their current purposes.

Brandy whined, and Lyssa tightened her hold on his collar. The bullmastiff strained against her grip, his entire body wagging with excitement at the sight of their old home.

“What’s gotten into him?” Alderic asked, and Lyssa flinched. She had been so lost in memory that she’d forgotten he was there.

“I don’t know,” she lied. “There must be rodents around. He only gets like this when there are rats to chase.”

“Too bad we can’t use a gnawed-on rat as one of our items.” He turned to look at her. “What ash wood are you going to use?”

“A branch from that tree across the street,” she said, pointing with her chin since she was still wrestling with a dog who wanted very much to visit the house where he had spent his puppyhood.

“Ah. What significance does it have? Did one of the victims live here? Or is it a place you—”

“You don’t need to know its significance.”

“I suppose I don’t,” he said, but he sounded hurt. “What’s the plan, then?”

Lyssa studied the house, the empty streets. “I’ll hop the fence and take a branch before anyone notices. You stay here with Brandy and act as lookout. If you see anyone, make a bird noise or something.”

“That’s a terrible plan,” Alderic said. “Someone will certainly notice a gargantuan woman climbing over the neighbor’s fence and alert the authorities.”

She glared at him. “Do you have a better idea?”

“As a matter of fact, I think I do.”

And to her horror, he strode briskly across the street toward the house. Brandy whined and lurched forward with such fervor that Lyssa almost lost her grip on his collar. “Al, wait! What are you doing?” she hissed, but it was too late. He had already knocked on the door. “Ungharad’s flaming sword,” she swore, then took off after him, still hanging on to Brandy’s collar as best she could.

A girl in servants’ dress answered. “I’ll fetch Mrs. Jensen,” she told Alderic with a broad smile and a curtsy, vanishing back into the house. It wasn’t long before she was replaced on the threshold by a small-statured woman with graying curls framing her face and a prominent birthmark on her cheek.

“What do you want?” Her tone was clipped, impatient. She clearly did not have time for them.

“Hello, madam,” Alderic said with a little bow. “My name is Al, and I’m from A and L Arboreal Health Services. I’m here to speak to you about the tree in your backyard.”

“What about it?” Her gaze darted past him, to where Lyssa was struggling to keep Brandy from barging into the house, and her eyes narrowed. “I’ve seen her before. Always lurking about, staring at my house. I don’t know who you lot are, but—”

“A and L Arboreal Health Services,” Alderic repeated. “Or AHS, if you prefer abbreviations. We simply—”

“Whatever it is you want, we are not interested.”

But Alderic wasn’t deterred in the slightest—maybe because Mrs. Jensen hadn’t slammed the door in his face yet. “My companion here has been ‘lurking about’ because it is her job to monitor the health of the trees in this town, and she has grave concerns about the ash in your yard.”

That seemed to give Mrs. Jensen pause, despite her harried attitude. “What kind of concerns?”

“We’re not certain yet,” he said. “In fact, I was wondering if we might take a sample. A twig or a small branch would be sufficient. You’ll hardly notice it missing. That way we can bring it back to our laboratory and test it for wood lice, termites, things of that nature.”

“It looks fine to me,” Mrs. Jensen said sharply. “Been here since we bought the house, over a decade ago. Doesn’t look any different than it did then.”

“Infestations, infections, and arboreal influenza are all invisible to the untrained eye,” Alderic said. He gestured to Brandy, who was straining so hard against Lyssa’s hold that his front legs were in the air, his collar pressing against his windpipe in such a way that his panting sounded like hoarse coughs. “The dog has been trained to detect such things by smell alone, and as you can see, he is quite agitated. If the tree is not treated soon, it’s possible that it might come down at the slightest provocation. You wouldn’t want a tree falling on your house the next time the breeze picks up, I’m sure.”

“Of course not,” she snapped, “but we simply don’t have the money to spare for—”

“Oh, it’s free of charge, madam,” Alderic said. “I should have mentioned that before. Our only concern is the health and safety of this neighborhood and the trees and people populating it.”

For some reason, that seemed to upset her further. “If only everyone were so concerned about our health as to provide services free of charge,” she said bitterly. “Come back in a month or two. I’ll deal with the tree then. I’ve more important concerns right now.”

“But—”

There was a crash of glassware from somewhere inside the house. Lyssa startled, reaching instinctively for her pistol with one hand, and in that moment Brandy finally tore free of her grip and bolted through the front door, nearly knocking Mrs. Jensen over. Alderic caught the woman before she fell, apologizing profusely, as Lyssa ran in after the bullmastiff.

“Brandy!” she called. She could hear a maid muttering to herself in the kitchen about canted countertops, but there was no sign of the dog. “Brandy, come back here!”

She checked the parlor to see if he had snuck in to roll on the rug or something, and the sight of it made her throat tighten. The walls had been freshly papered, but the furniture was largely the same. The bank had taken all of it, along with the house, though that still hadn’t been enough to cover her father’s debts. He had fled Ibyrnika to escape the rest, leaving his children behind.

“What are you doing in here?” Mrs. Jensen huffed as she burst into the parlor, her cheeks flushed and her hair escaping its pins, Alderic on her heels.

“Looking for the dog,” Lyssa said, her voice sounding distracted and far away as she ran her hand along the back of one of the chairs, her fingers finding the scratches she had dug into the wood with a penknife one rainy afternoon when she was bored. It was clear now that Brandy was not in here, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave just yet. Her roaming gaze snagged on the piano angled beside the large picture window, where her mother had practiced every single day, Lyssa and Eddie sprawled out on the floor at her feet, their games accompanied by faltering scales and discordant compositions. Some of Lyssa’s most colorful swears were ones she had first heard during her mother’s piano sessions.

There was a weak little laugh from upstairs, and a child’s voice said, “Where did you come from?”

Mrs. Jensen blanched and started out of the room. “If that animal hurts my daughter, I swear I will—”

“I’ll go get him,” Lyssa said, hurrying past her and down the hall, taking the stairs two at a time. Behind her, Alderic was talking rapidly in an attempt to smooth things over. So much for nobody calling the authorities.

The door to Lyssa’s old room was ajar; she pushed it open and peered inside. The walls were no longer the pale pink she had hated, and the curtains were heavy brocade instead of gauzy lace, but it smelled like her mother’s bedroom had in those last, horrible months—the astringent smell of a sickroom. The child tucked into the bed was painfully frail, with brittle hair plastered to her sweaty forehead and eyes bright with fever. But her smile was even brighter as she ran a fragile-looking hand over Brandy’s ear. He had leapt up onto the bed and was curled up beside her.

Lyssa approached the bed and smiled at the girl. “I’m sorry he barged in like that,” she said gently, reaching out to grab Brandy’s collar. He whined at her, his eyes big and worried; he knew he was in trouble, but he didn’t want to leave. “He used to sleep here when he was a puppy, and he doesn’t understand that it belongs to someone else now.”

The little girl’s face lit up. “Really?”

“Yep.” Lyssa looked over her shoulder at Mrs. Jensen and Alderic, hovering in the doorway. Mrs. Jensen’s face had softened a little, and Alderic looked confused. “Your mother wants you to get some rest now, though, okay?”

“Okay.” The little girl wrapped her arms around Brandy’s neck, giggling when he snuffled her cheek with his nose. “Bye,” she said as he reluctantly jumped down from the bed and followed Lyssa out into the hall.

“I’ll come check on you in a minute, sweetheart,” Mrs. Jensen said, before closing the door.

“I’m sorry,” Lyssa told her as they went back downstairs. “I really am. It’s like I said, he doesn’t understand that this isn’t home anymore.”

“It seems he’s not the only one,” Mrs. Jensen said, though there wasn’t any anger in it. “There’s nothing wrong with my tree, is there?”

“No,” Lyssa said sheepishly, looking at her boots.

“And is that why you come here sometimes to stare at the house? You used to live here?”

Lyssa’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Yes.” She couldn’t bring herself to look at Alderic, didn’t want to see the pity in his eyes. “I didn’t realize anyone had noticed me.”

“The bank told us it was a … sad situation, when we bought it.”

“It was,” she said stiffly. Brandy whined, as though he remembered being thrown out into the cold, and she reached down to scratch his ears.

“I am sorry for your misfortune,” Mrs. Jensen said, and although she did look sorry, her voice was stern. “But this is our house now, and we have misfortunes of our own, as you can see. I don’t know what you had hoped to accomplish by coming here, but you need to leave. Now.”

“I understand,” Lyssa said. She used to seethe with hatred for the people who had taken her house, her life, but she wasn’t a child anymore. She knew her father was the only one to blame for their family’s downfall and all of the horrors that followed. Mrs. Jensen wasn’t responsible for Lyssa’s situation then, and she didn’t owe Lyssa anything now. As she had said, she had more important things to worry about. Lyssa would simply have to find another botanical item that held some significance to her.

“I’ll pay you,” Alderic said, already withdrawing a stack of bank notes from his pocket and pushing it into the woman’s hands. “For your time, and your trouble, and our intrusion upon the sickroom. All we need is a tree branch, and then we will be on our way, and you shall never see us again.”

Mrs. Jensen stared at the wad of money, her expression downright incredulous. “One branch is worth this much to you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Lyssa clenched and unclenched her fingers, resisting the urge to rub her hands over her face in frustration. Lady Bright, woman, why do you care? Just take the money and let us into your yard! But Mrs. Jensen was looking at her expectantly.

She heaved a sigh. “Because this is where I was happiest, as a child,” she said, still avoiding Alderic’s eyes. “I … want to keep a piece of that with me.”

Mrs. Jensen looked stricken, as if she, too, wished she could buy a sliver of former happiness and carry it like a talisman. “All right,” she said. “But be quick about it. You can’t be here when my husband comes home.”

“Thank you.”

The yard was exactly the same as Lyssa remembered it. The vegetable garden against the back fence, the stone bird bath with the wrought iron bench next to it. The towering ash tree that cast deep shade over the side of the house in the summer. Her father had always complained that his office was too dark because of it, and had threatened time and again to cut down the tree to make more light for himself. But her father was all hot air, and the tree remained.

“Would you like a ladder?” Mrs. Jensen asked.

“No, thank you,” Lyssa said without taking her eyes from the names she and Eddie had carved into the tree trunk all those years ago. The y in Lyssa’s name was backward. Eddie’s was perfect, of course—he had always been better than her at writing. She remembered trying to copy the way he held his pencil, how patient he had been when teaching her to form an s. Their mother had been sick by then, and the nanny had taken on the role of nurse, so it was often just the two of them.

“She’ll only be a moment,” Alderic said. “Let’s wait for her inside, out of the cold. It wouldn’t do for you to get sick.”

Lyssa felt a surge of gratitude for him, for understanding that she wanted to be alone for a moment. Once he and Mrs. Jensen had gone back into the house, she took off her boots and climbed the tree barefoot, like she had always done as a child, her toes finding footholds instinctively. When she reached the first branches, she hauled herself up and straddled one of them, reaching out to run her fingers over the bark.

“Hello, old friend,” she said. “It’s been a long time.” She closed her eyes and let herself feel the breeze on her face before unsheathing the ritual knife she had made years ago at Ragnhild’s instruction—the first thing she had forged on her own, without Honoria’s help, though Honey had been unable to keep from hovering while Lyssa worked. The blade was curved into a sickle-shape and carved with spells, the handle wrapped with doeskin soaked in Lyssa’s blood. The blood had mostly flaked off by now, but the magic would remain. At least, that’s what Ragnhild had told her.

Night was falling quickly now, and the moon was already visible. A sliver shy of full, just as Alderic had said. Lyssa inspected the branchlets and twigs around her head, feeling along their lengths in the failing light. She needed ones that had grown recently enough for them to accept Ragnhild’s magic readily—older branches were stubborn and did not appreciate being cut, whereas twigs didn’t know any better and didn’t much care what they were used for. They had to be sturdy but not too thick, and free of cracks, splits, or rot.

Finally, she cut off a few suitable twigs and stuffed them in the cloth bag stitched with spells that she kept in one of the pouches on her belt for just this purpose. Then she climbed back down, patting the tree trunk before pulling her boots back on.

When she went back inside, she found Mrs. Jensen weeping, gripping Alderic’s hands in hers.

“Samuel will make me give it back,” she was saying. “He’ll worry what people will think—he won’t even let go of our last servant to save the money we spend on her salary. He says we must keep up appearances. He would rather die than accept charity.”

“He’s not the one who’ll die without it,” Alderic said. “If he chooses to put his own pride over his child’s life, then he doesn’t deserve either of you.” He withdrew his hands from hers and squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t tell him about the money. Take your daughter back to the doctor while your husband is at work, and tell him it was a miracle when she gets better.”

The woman laughed through her tears and pressed a sodden kiss to his cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered, and ushered them out the door. Brandy trotted demurely behind Lyssa, as though if he behaved well enough now, she might forget that he had disobeyed her earlier.

“I guess we should have led with the money,” Alderic said as they walked up the street toward the wall they had emerged from, one half of his face illuminated by the glow of the street lamps.

“I didn’t want to lead with anything,” she reminded him. “I wanted to sneak in and out without anyone knowing.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Well, now we have the added happy memory of helping someone in dire need. Perhaps the sword will be even more powerful, as a result.” He glanced at her sidelong. “I never would have guessed that was your childhood home. The way you behave, I would have thought you grew up in a gutter.”

“I grew up there, too,” Lyssa said with a scowl.

Alderic’s brows furrowed. “Really? What happened?”

“Don’t,” she said, stopping so suddenly that Brandy smacked into the back of her legs.

“Don’t what?”

“You don’t need to know anything about me just because we’re stuck gathering ingredients for a magic sword together,” she snapped.

He looked confused. “Maybe I don’t need to know anything about you,” he said, “but I want to.”

“Why?”

He shrugged, looking at a point just beyond her instead of meeting her eyes. “People tend to come and go so briefly that I have found it best not to form attachments anymore. But it’s a difficult urge to curb—humans are social creatures, after all—and so I have taken up the hobby of studying them, instead.” Now his gaze found hers. “I have never come across anyone quite like you before. I’m simply curious about the circumstances that led to your formation.”

A jolt of anger lashed through her. “Am I supposed to be flattered by that? I am not an insect to be pinned under glass and studied!”

“Now there’s a hideous hobby.” He shuddered. “Look, I apologize if I have offended you. If you don’t want to talk about it—”

“I don’t,” she said through gritted teeth. “Not with you. Not with anyone. Ever.”

She stormed away, leaving him struggling to keep up despite the fact that his stride was as long as hers.

When they reached the wall where they had come through into Sunnyside, she took out her chalk. “I don’t want to linger in the Wood,” she said brusquely. “A few hours in there can be a whole day out here, and we have two more items to gather before the moon starts waxing again. We’re going to step through the Gate, grab our packs, and turn right back around and go through the arch to wherever we’re getting the water from.” She frowned. “Where are we getting the water from?”

“Bellgaard,” Alderic said softly.

“Bellgaard?” she asked, getting out her chalk. “I’ve never heard of a place called Bellgaard.”

“It’s the name of an old country estate in the Niadosia Mountains.” He hesitated, then said, “Ragnhild told us to choose somewhere with significance to us or one of the victims. Happy memories as an added bonus.”

“I don’t need to know why you picked it,” Lyssa said, but Alderic curled his hands into fists, as though determined to go on.

“The Beast killed my brother at Bellgaard, the place we were happiest as children.”

It felt like the breath had gone out of her. “You lost your brother?”

“Yes. And now we’re even. A bit of me in exchange for the bit of you that you were forced into giving. I’m sorry, by the way,” he said. “I made that more difficult for you than it had to be. I should have just done what you said—like I promised I would—and acted as lookout while you went over the fence.”

“Yes, you should have,” she said, but all the heat had gone out of her voice. He had lost his brother, same as she had. Maybe that’s why Ragnhild’s bones had wanted him to come along. They were bonded in a way only those who had lost a sibling could be. Not that Alderic ever needed to know that.

“However, I am not sorry that we were able to help that woman,” he said. His jaw was set, as though he were ready to fight her if she disagreed.

“I’m not sorry about that either,” she said. Alderic looked surprised, but it was true. When she was a child, she would have given anything for a handsome stranger to show up at their door and hand them all the money they had needed in order to save her mother. How could she begrudge Mrs. Jensen that miracle?

Then she frowned with sudden realization. “Wait a minute. How can the Beast have…” The words killed your brother died on her tongue. Thinking them was painful enough, but saying them out loud was unbearable.

She shook herself. Remembered that they weren’t talking about Eddie. Still, she didn’t like the idea of dragging Alderic down into despair with those words, either. “I have a list of all the victims’ names for the past two centuries. There’s no ‘de Laurent’ in any of the records.”

“My parents were very … private people,” Alderic said, the muscles in his jaw working as if it took immense effort to keep his voice so even, so free of emotion. “The last thing they wanted was for our family’s tragedy to be splashed around for everyone to see. They paid handsomely to make sure my brother’s death remained quiet.”

“I see.” Part of her wished she could have done the same, if only to spare herself the pain when an old friend like Dickie mentioned Eddie’s death, tearing her wounds open all over again without meaning to. At the same time, hiding what she had been through brought its own kind of pain. “So, where in the Niadosia Mountains is this Bellgaard? Are there any towns nearby? I need to know where I’m going.”

“The closest one is Silverdell.”

Lyssa shook her head. “We can’t go to Silverdell.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not welcome there.”

“More faerie-lovers?” Alderic asked.

“Miners. They hate me even more than the Children of the Moonlit Grove do.”

“On principle?”

“Not exactly.” Lyssa winced. “I, er … came across a knocker there a few years ago. Subterranean faeries that miners swear lead them to rich veins and warn them of danger, though they’re just as likely to slit your throat and rob you while your back is turned. It tried to steal my gear when I was sheltering from a storm, and I killed it. A week later, there was a cave-in that buried half the townsfolk, and the mine dried up soon after. The good people of Silverdell blamed me. If I show my face anywhere near there, there’ll be trouble.”

Alderic thought for a moment. “What about Reedshollow? It’s a little farther, but not terribly.”

“Reedshollow likes me,” she said with a nod. “I saved them from that redcap. The weather there is horrible this time of year, though—looks like you might actually get to use some of that rain gear you bought.”

He looked so excited that she almost burst out laughing.






CHAPTER 
ELEVEN
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THE WOODS AROUND Bellgaard were quiet the way forests are quiet when a predator is prowling through them, the birdsong hushed and expectant, the leaf-litter shuffles of small game gone still. As if there was something lurking out there and the fauna knew it, collectively holding its breath until the danger had passed.

Lyssa paused, scanning the path. The ground was still muddy from the storm that had been raging over Reedshollow and the surrounding mountains when they’d first come through the Gate, but the only prints she could see were their own.

Up ahead, Alderic must have realized that she and Brandy were no longer right behind him. He stopped and turned, his giant pack rattling and clanking with all the gear he had stuffed inside it, his brow furrowed in confusion. Lyssa held a gloved finger to her lips, listening. But there were no sounds at all, nothing to give away whatever creature might be stalking them.

The whole forest was wild and abandoned, a far cry from the manicured hunting-wood she had been expecting. Even the loggers seemed to have forsaken this place, by the look of the rusted handsaws and rotted wood-carts lying in the ditches on either side of what was left of the trail. They wouldn’t have done so lightly; the forest was the only source of lumber around. Lyssa could think of very few reasons—none of which she liked—why people would prefer to pay to import raw materials that they could collect themselves for less than half the cost.

It was clear, now, why it had taken them an entire day and a ridiculous sum of money to find a farm-wife willing to take them up the mountain in the back of her horse-drawn cart once the storm had passed, Lyssa, Alderic, and Brandy all shoved in together atop a mound of damp straw and molding turnips. Even so, the woman had refused to go farther than a crude, carved-wood marker staked into the dirt road. There were bad things beyond that marker, she’d said. Things that killed their livestock and stole their children in the night. Alderic had tried to plead with her—they still had so far to go, would she please reconsider for double the price they had already paid?—to no avail. He’d even hopped out of the horse-cart and tried to press a pouch fat with coins into her hands, but returned to Lyssa defeated after less than a minute.

“She says no amount of money in the world would be enough to get her into those woods,” he’d said, raking his fingers through his hair in frustration.

“Oh, look. You finally found a problem that being rich couldn’t solve,” Lyssa had replied, prying a turnip out of Brandy’s mouth and tossing it aside.

“Don’t look so amused—it’ll take us hours on foot.”

“Then we’d better stop chatting and start walking.” She climbed out of the cart and helped Brandy down. His expression said that he didn’t need help, he needed turnips, but Lyssa ignored him. “I’d like to get there before nightfall, so that we aren’t blundering around in the dark. I know you bought lanterns,” she snapped at Alderic before he could start prattling on again about all of his gear.

They’d thanked the woman, who made the sign of Ungharad’s sword on her brow—a protective gesture meant to ward off evil—and muttered something about a lack of common sense before turning her horses around on the narrow, muddy road.

Now, Lyssa caught up with Alderic and leaned in close enough to whisper in his ear, her breath fogging in the cold air. “The farm-wife was right. There are faeries in these woods—carnivorous ones.”

“No, there aren’t,” he said. “I told you, it’s local superstition and nothing more. I came here every summer as a child, and nothing tried to gobble me up.”

“Until the Beast showed up.”

“That’s different,” he insisted.

But Lyssa earned her bread and butter by going where the locals warned her not to, and she had learned long ago that there were almost always faeries in the gulches and gullies where village children disappeared.

“When was the last time you were here?” she asked him.

A shadow of pain passed over his face. “A while ago.”

“Something could have moved in since then,” she whispered. “Stay close to me, and be ready for anything.”

He nodded, resting one hand on the hilt of the sword she had given him, the other on his new pistol.

As they walked along the overgrown path, the silence pressed in on them, heavy and suffocating.

“Maybe we’re the reason everything is quiet,” Alderic suggested after a time. “It seems like the locals have been avoiding this place for years. Long enough for the birds to have forgotten what we are.”

“Maybe,” Lyssa said, but she kept her hand on her pistol all the same, and quickened her pace. The sooner they got to Alderic’s family estate, the better. They could collect the water as soon as night fell, and then draw a Door on one of the walls to get back to the Wood.

Eventually, they broke free of the trees and found themselves on a flat, grass-covered cliffside overlooking a vast lake. More forest ringed the far side of the water, and mountains loomed beyond that, purplish-blue with distance.

A sprawling mansion perched near the edge of the cliff not far from where they stood. That had to be it—the de Laurent family summer estate. But the sight of their destination didn’t ease the knot in Lyssa’s stomach. The mansion looked as sinister as the woods had felt, with its collapsed roof and crumbled columns, its once-grand façade now overtaken by rot.

Maybe they could find something inside to use as their iron item. Lady Bright, it’d probably be just as powerful as coffin nails—the place certainly seemed like a tomb.

Brandy whined as they picked their way carefully through the long grasses toward the estate, his ears pinned back against his head. The ground was muddy and riddled with bits of broken stone—remnants of long-destroyed statuary, cracked tiles with sun-bleached glaze that might once have made up a painted walkway.

“It’s okay,” Lyssa reassured the bullmastiff, stepping over a severed marble head with half the nose broken off. “I won’t let anything hurt you.”

When they got closer, she realized that the walls of the building weren’t black with rot. They had been burned, the paint blistered and peeling around the scorch marks.

She whistled. “What happened here?” she asked, before she remembered that she had scolded Alderic for his questions about her own painful past.

He had a faraway look in his eyes, his brows pinched together. “After my brother was killed, my father trapped the Beast inside and tried to burn the whole place down.”

“I’m surprised it’s still standing at all.”

“Most of it is made of stone.” Alderic turned away from the destroyed mansion of his youth and gazed out over the lake. He was quiet for a long time, the only sound the whisper of the wind through the long grasses.

If the mere sight of this place upset him that much, there was no way he would be able to wade through the ruins of his past for a scrap of iron. She couldn’t do it for him, either—Ragnhild had said that he needed to accompany her in order to gather his items with his own hands.

She should order him to go inside and find something they could use. Remind him, when he inevitably protested, that he had promised to do whatever she said. Iron from this place would be more powerful than anything, save a handful of coffin nails from one of the Beast’s victims. But for some stupid reason, she didn’t have the heart.

He’d fall apart, she told herself. And he can’t fall apart until we’re finished.

“You all right there, Al?” she asked him finally, trying to keep her tone light.

“No.” He dragged his gaze to hers. “Do we have to wait until nightfall? Or can we just get it over with now?”

“The water must be gathered by the light of the waning moon,” she reminded him, and he sighed with bitter resignation. “It won’t be long until it rises, though. We should set up camp in the meantime.”

“I would really rather not spend the night here.”

“I understand,” Lyssa said, her throat tightening at the dismay on his face. “But we’ll need a good wall to get back to the cottage, and I don’t think I’m going to find one here.” She couldn’t draw a Door just anywhere—trees didn’t work the way walls did, and a crumbling estate full of ghosts probably wouldn’t lead them anywhere good.

Alderic sighed. “No, I imagine not. But can’t we just camp in the forest? Or go back down the mountain after we collect the water? I have—”

“Lanterns. I know,” Lyssa said gently. “But it’ll be too hard to see, even with lanterns, and the ground is still muddy. I don’t want either of us to slip and snap an ankle. Or run into whatever might hunt in those woods at night.”

“I just … hate the idea of staying here a moment longer than I have to.”

“We’ll leave first thing in the morning,” she told him. “I promise.”



The night was clearer than it had been in days. When the moon finally rose over the tree line, Lyssa looked up at it and frowned—it was already nearing the third quarter. They had lost more time than she’d realized, waiting out that thunderstorm in Reedshollow. Still, she knew it had been the right decision, for all that Alderic had teased her about being afraid of “a little rain.” Walking around Warham during a storm was one thing. Hiking up a mountain was another. Alderic and his expensive steel-ribbed umbrella were just begging to get struck by lightning, and Lyssa was not interested in being next to him when it happened.

“Let’s get this over with,” Lyssa said. “And then we can eat something.” Brandy cocked his head at the word “eat.”

“Fine by me,” Alderic said, tossing another bundle of twigs down beside the fire he’d built while Lyssa set up the garish new tent he had insisted on buying. She was glad to have the stupid thing now, no matter how much she had argued against it in the shop. Her own poorly patched tent was pitiful in comparison, the fabric so threadbare that the wind rippling through the grasses would have chilled her to the bone by morning. It would be nice to sleep in something that actually kept her warm, for a change, even if it was an obnoxious shade of yellow and absolutely covered in painted daisies.

“Well, look at you,” Lyssa said, putting her hands on her hips and surveying the merrily crackling fire, the collapsible camp stools arranged around it just so. Alderic had even put an eiderdown cushion down for Brandy between the stools, and the idea that he had thought of her dog while he was overspending on camping supplies warmed her heart more than she cared to admit. “You’re quite the homemaker.”

The corner of his lips tugged into a smile. “There’s nothing that says we have to be miserable just because we’re spending the night on a cold cliffside.”

“Remind me to thank Ragnhild for forcing me to bring you along,” she said, and his small smile flashed brighter for a brief instant before he sobered again.

“Shall we?”

She nodded. “Brandy, you wait here.”

The bullmastiff refused to be left behind, though, and followed her and Alderic through the long grass and down the steps carved into the cliffside that led from the estate to the equally decrepit dock jutting out over the lake. A single rowboat thudded against the weathered pylons, and the splintered prow of another had beached on the rocky shore.

“Boating,” Lyssa said smugly, laughing when Alderic gave her that pinched look over his shoulder.

From this vantage, the shadowy silhouettes of the pines on the other side of the lake looked like sentinels guarding the black mass of mountains beyond them. Lyssa had never been afraid of the dark—she was the one who killed the things that crept in the shadows, after all—but this place felt haunted in a way she didn’t like, and she was glad for the bright glow of Alderic’s expensive lantern.

She picked her way carefully over the rotting boards of the dock. Behind her, Brandy whined, hesitating on the threshold where the stone steps ended and the dock began, too afraid to walk across the creaking wood to follow her.

“I told you to wait at the camp,” she scolded him before joining Alderic, who was peering down at the black water like he was thinking of jumping in.

Lyssa studied him for a moment, wondering what memories had resulted in the sharp line of his mouth, the furrow in his brow. Maybe it was the shared grief that bound them together, or the fact that he was unlike any of the other rich patrons she had worked for, but she found that she wanted to know more about … what was it he had said to her, back in Sunnyside? The circumstances that led to your formation. He was as much of a curiosity to her as she was to him. It was a rare feeling, the urge to know more about someone, and its presence unsettled her.

“It’s a little cold for a swim,” she said finally, when it seemed like he was lost enough in his own thoughts that he might need help getting out.

He flinched, as if he had forgotten she was there. “Good thing I’m not here to swim, then.”

“Good thing.” She took the lantern from him, setting it at her feet, and handed him Ragnhild’s canteen. It was made out of cured leather stitched with strange symbols in red thread, the cork attached to the neck by a braided cord of thick black hair.

Alderic turned the container over in his hands. “What do these mean?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Spells of some kind or another. It’s the only one Rags will let me use for this sort of stuff. The water won’t retain its potency, otherwise.”

“Do I have to do anything special while I fill it?”

“Yeah, you have to howl at the moon in order to activate the spells.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Really?”

“No.” She laughed at the look on his face. “You would have done it though, wouldn’t you?”

Alderic rolled his eyes and uncorked the canteen. “You’re not half as amusing as you think you are.”

“But I am somewhat amusing?”

“Don’t let it go to your head.”

As he crouched to collect the water, the surface of the lake rippled violently. The loose boards of the dock bucked beneath Lyssa’s feet, water surging up through the gaps between them. The lantern skittered over the edge with a splash, plummeting them into semi-darkness, and she lunged forward to grab the back of Alderic’s coat before he fell in, too.

“What was that?” Lyssa said, peering at the black water. Brandy was barking wildly, but she couldn’t see a damned thing without the lantern. “Brandy, hush! It was just a gust of wind, or something.” When he didn’t stop, she whirled around to glare at him—and was horrified to find him tensing the way he did every time he was about to jump into the river in the Witch’s Wood, eager and nervous all at once. “No! Stay there!”

He looked over at her and whined, obviously torn between obeying her and going after whatever it was he wanted in the lake.

Lyssa’s scalp prickled at the look in the bullmastiff’s eyes. She had trained Brandy to flush out faeries in the wild, so that she could kill them, and he always had that same look when he had scented something with magic in its blood.

“Al! Get away from the water!”

“What? Why?” He was reaching out with the canteen, trying to collect the lake water without falling in.

Before she could shout at him to please, please just listen to her for once without arguing or asking questions, Brandy screeched, and Lyssa whirled around in time to see a pair of pale, webbed hands drag him into the water.

Alderic tossed the canteen aside and dove into the lake before Lyssa’s brain had even registered what had happened. A split second later she moved to dive in after him, but her feet jerked out from under her and she slammed down painfully onto her stomach. At first she thought she had gone through one of the rotten boards, but then she started to slide backward.

“What the fuck?” She scrabbled at the dock with her fingers, trying to keep from being dragged into the water. Something had her foot in an iron grip, and it hissed as she struggled.

Lyssa shouted obscenities and lashed out wildly with her other foot until she finally managed to kick whatever was holding her; it shrieked, relaxing its grip just enough for her to wrench free. She flipped over onto her back, unsheathed her pistol, and fired somewhere between the luminous eyes and glistening teeth looming over her legs. The head snapped back, and the creature let out a gurgle before it slid off the side of the dock and splashed back into the water.

Another one was already climbing up one of the pylons with slick gray arms, its eel-like tail whipping back and forth as it struggled to heft its weight out of the water.

Mermaids.

Lyssa shot the slimy bitch in the head. It plummeted from the pylon and sank like a stone.

Something else burst from the surface on the other side of the dock and Lyssa almost fired at it, too, until she realized that it was Alderic. He had Brandy draped over his shoulder like a sack of grain, but she couldn’t see much else. She holstered her pistol and grabbed the bullmastiff’s collar, dragging him up onto the dock.

Brandy whimpered as she quickly looked him over, trying to assess whether it was safe to move him back to camp. There were gashes all along his flank, three of them deep enough to need stitches.

Lyssa gritted her teeth against the sob that threatened to rip from her throat. “You’re going to be okay,” she told him, stroking his ear.

Alderic grunted with the effort of hauling himself out of the water, and rolled onto his back on the dock. He was breathing hard, and he had lost his cravat—his long hair was wrapped around his throat like a sodden scarf instead—but otherwise he looked unharmed.

“We have to get out of here,” Lyssa said, her voice tight with the effort of holding back her emotions. “Get the canteen.” Beyond the dock, more mermaids had poked their heads up from the water. They watched Lyssa and Alderic with eyes that seemed to glow in the moonlight, their tangled hair pooling around them on the surface. It wouldn’t be long until they swarmed, and Lyssa only had so many bullets on her.

“Come here, baby,” she said to Brandy, lifting him into her arms. He yelped in pain, and the sound was like a knife in Lyssa’s heart. “Shhh, it’s okay,” she told him, cradling the back of his head and adjusting her hold on him as gently as she could. “It’s going to be all right. We just have to get you back to camp and then I’ll patch you up.”

She staggered to her feet, and together she and Alderic climbed the stone steps carved into the cliffside, Alderic keeping one hand at Lyssa’s back so that she didn’t topple over beneath Brandy’s awkward weight. The moon had silvered the lake enough for her to see the mermaids, but the stairs were shrouded in darkness. She had to feel for each step with the toe of her boot before committing her weight to it, and their progress was so slow that she feared her arms would give out long before they reached the top.

When they finally made it back to camp after what felt like an eternity, Alderic spread a blanket out beside the fire and Lyssa laid Brandy down gently on top of it. The bullmastiff whimpered, and she pressed a kiss to the salt-and-pepper fur of his muzzle, letting him lick feebly at her cheek in return before she got to work.

“It’ll be easier if you hold him while I do this,” she told Alderic after she had fetched her med kit from her pack in the tent.

“Whatever you need. Just tell me what to do.”

She sterilized her needle, knife, and scissors in the fire before wiping them down with her tiny bottle of clear liquor and a clean rag. Alderic sat on the blanket and held Brandy the way Lyssa instructed him to, while she dabbed at the bullmastiff’s flank with a gauze pad soaked in the alcohol. He snarled and snapped at the sting, but Lyssa kept her eyes on her work, wiping the wounds carefully to lessen the chance of infection.

“He didn’t seem to like that,” Alderic commented.

“He never does, the big baby.”

Brandy’s wounds weren’t fatal, and he had definitely suffered worse during his unnatural lifespan, but he wasn’t a puppy anymore. The mortal world was hard enough on his body as it was, these days, and injuries like this …

Lyssa cursed herself for bringing him, for risking his life because she was too weak to leave him home. He should be safe at the cottage with Ragnhild, chewing his bone, not lying here bloodied and in pain between a mermaid-infested lake and whatever the fuck was in that forest.

No. You have to focus. She shoved the guilt aside for now. Tried not to let it cloud her head.

Brandy remained still throughout the ordeal—he had been patched up before and knew what was expected of him—but he couldn’t help his whimpers of pain. Lyssa made soothing sounds while she worked, a murmured mantra of it’s fine you’re fine it’s going to be okay, and all the while Alderic held the dog’s head, stroking his ears gently and muttering his own words of comfort.

When she was finished, she mixed a paste from a few of the herbs she kept in her med kit, then slathered the mixture on Brandy’s wounds.

“Don’t lick it,” she commanded him when he raised his head to sniff at the stuff. He gave a heavy sigh and laid his head back down.

Alderic sat back, drawing his knees up to his chest and wrapping his arms around them. He was still completely drenched from diving into the lake, and his teeth chattered as she cleaned her tools and put them back in her med kit. When she ducked into the tent to grab her pack, she brought a blanket back out with her, too, and dropped it in Alderic’s lap. “Here. Before you freeze to death.”

His eyes widened as though she had given him a gift of immeasurable value. “Thank you,” he said as he wrapped the blanket around himself. “I don’t know where those things came from,” he added, his tone defensive, as if he thought she might blame him for the foul infestation that had taken hold here. “I swam in that lake all the time as a child.”

“I told you, something must have moved in since the last time you were here.”

“But how would they have gotten here?”

“The veil between our world and theirs is thinner, in some places. This might be one of those places.” She unbuckled her belt and her pistol in its holster, stowing them in her pack. Checked her knives and slipped a few extras into her boots. Fury was rising swiftly within her, now that her fear for Brandy had ebbed. When she was filled to bursting with it, she would need to release it the only way she knew how. “Did they attack you, when you entered the water?”

Alderic shook his head. “They didn’t touch me. Kept their distance, in fact. Like they were afraid of me.” A strange expression flitted over his face—guilt, maybe, that Brandy had gotten hurt and he hadn’t. She didn’t have time to think about it, though. Nor did she have time to wonder why the mermaids would have been afraid of Alderic and not of her. Her anger was reaching its peak, and she needed to be down at the dock when it did.

“Stay here with Brandy,” she told him. “Make sure he doesn’t try to get up and follow me. Tie his paws together if you have to. And under no circumstances are you to go down to the lake while I’m gone. Do you understand me?”

“Why? What are you going to do?” Alderic said, half rising, but the expression on Lyssa’s face must have made him reconsider, because he sank back down.

“I’m going to do what I do best.”






CHAPTER 
TWELVE
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THE MERMAIDS WERE waiting for her, teeming around the dock like goldfish clamoring to be fed. The water roiled and splashed with the thrashing of their tails. One of them had Ragnhild’s canteen in its webbed hands, and Lyssa’s anger ratcheted up at the sight of it.

Damn you, Alderic. I told you to grab the fucking thing.

Well, she would just have to pry it from the slippery bitch’s cold, dead fingers.

“My companion suspects that you’re afraid of him,” she called to the creatures as she walked down the stone steps, a knife in each hand. “But I’m the one you should be afraid of.”

The mermaids hissed and bared their sharp teeth. Reached up to grip the sides of the dock when she stepped onto it, the wood groaning beneath her boots.

“When I’m done with you, this lake is going to be more blood than water,” she told them.

They might not have been able to understand her, but they must have recognized the challenge in her tone, the threat, because they hissed again, collectively, and then they swarmed. Up the pylons, over the boards, hefting their bulky weight up onto the wood in such droves that it began to splinter and crack. Lyssa waited for them to come, tightening her grip on her knives. The pistol would have been faster, less messy and less work, but she wanted to get her hands dirty this time. Wanted to feel their lifeblood spilling out onto her skin. Besides, pistols didn’t work so well when they got wet, and she had a feeling she might be going in the water tonight.

When the first of the mermaids reached her, she began to work her own kind of magic, becoming what Ragnhild had made her—a living weapon. She stabbed and sliced and sawed with fatal precision, channeling Ungharad’s divine rage, Her holy justice. She became so focused on the death she was dealing that she barely felt the claws and teeth that found their way into her flesh. Her own body didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was victory. And when the dock finally fell apart around her, dumping her into the mermaids’ domain, she recovered quickly from the shock of the icy lake and the leaden resistance of the water, adjusting her movements to compensate for the sluggishness of her limbs.

It wasn’t the first time she had battled faeries underwater, and, Lady willing, it wouldn’t be her last.

She fought until the lake was clouded with blood—not all of it belonging to the mermaids. Ignoring the pain in her body, the tightness in her chest as her lungs struggled not to breathe, she let her fury fuel her until her vision began to blacken at the edges, her limbs slowing.

Until something plummeted into the lake and broke her battle-trance.

The mermaids shrieked at its sudden appearance and scattered, their tails ribboning as they fled deeper into the dark, silty water. Lyssa screamed, furious at being robbed of her vengeance, the bubbles streaming from her lips almost obscuring the pale blur swimming toward her.

Alderic.

He wrapped his arms around her and hauled her out of the lake, dumping her on the rocky shore and pounding her back with the flat of his hand. She tried to curse at him, but instead she spewed up a glut of water she hadn’t even realized she’d swallowed and began coughing violently.

“What are you doing?” she croaked when she finally caught her breath, looking up at him through the wet tendrils of hair plastered to her face. “I wasn’t finished!”

“Were you trying to get yourself killed?” he shouted at her.

“I was trying to make them pay for what they did!” She coughed again, her lungs raw from the frigid air, the remnants of icy water.

His shoulders slumped, and he heaved a sigh. “All right, murder-for-brains. Let’s get you back to camp. You’re bleeding worse than the dog was.”

She growled in frustration and struggled to her feet, wrenching away from Alderic when he tried to steady her. The battle-haze was fading fast and every part of her hurt—she had been clawed to shit, and was certainly feeling it now—but she still had her pride. When she was confident she could walk without falling over, she made her way over the sharp, slippery rocks lining the shore and waded back into the icy lake.

“What are you doing?” Alderic asked.

“Looking for the canteen,” she snapped. It was impossible to see anything in the dark water, even with the moonlight gilding the surface, so she swept one foot back and forth instead, feeling for the container. “You know, the one we need for the spell? The one I told you to grab, because my arms were full of injured dog?”

He winced. “Oh. I’m sorry. That particular request must have gone in one ear and right out the other without making a dent.”

“Clearly.”

“Was it on the dock when you came back down?” he asked.

“One of the mermaids had it,” she said, cursing as another sweep of her foot turned up nothing but more rocks. This was useless; the damned thing was probably at the bottom of the lake, and she was in no condition to go searching for it now. “We’re going to have to get it tomorrow, once it’s light out.”

Alderic wrapped his arms around himself. “What happens if we can’t find it?”

“Then you just delayed this entire enterprise because you couldn’t follow one simple order.” She rubbed her hands over her face in frustration, the clammy chill of her fingertips grounding her further in her body. “There are roughly seven or eight days left until the black moon. If we have to go back to Ragnhild’s for another canteen and miss what’s left of the waning moon, we won’t be able to gather the water until the next waning moon, which means we won’t be able to kill the Beast until the next turn of the seasons. By then we’ll have to collect the ash wood all over again, too.” She heaved a sigh at his confused expression. “The act of gathering items gives them power, but that power fades after a while. We need them to be as potent as possible, for the sword to work. One job, Alderic. I gave you one job, and you couldn’t even do that.”

“I—”

“I don’t want to hear it.” She turned on her heel and limped back to the stone steps leading up the cliffside.

“I’m sorry,” he said anyway, hurrying after her.

Lyssa ignored him.

The climb back to camp was sheer agony, but she gritted her teeth and forced herself to put one foot in front of the other, to shove the pain down deep. Alderic tried to steady her with his hand at her back again, but this time she wrenched away from him.

When she collapsed in one of the camp stools beside the fire, Brandy whined with worry from where he still lay on the blanket that had served as their makeshift operating table.

“I’m fine,” she told him. “Stay there.” He whined again and got up regardless, wobbling over to the eiderdown cushion next to her and settling as best he could with his stitches. She rolled her eyes but reached down to rub his ear all the same. “Why does no one ever listen to me? I told you, I’m fine.”

Alderic hovered beside her, fiddling with one of his waistcoat buttons. “You most certainly are not fine.”

“I’ll be fine,” she spat. She turned to glare at him, but her eyes snagged on the ragged scar at his throat. Dimly she remembered that he’d lost his cravat saving Brandy, but she must have been too distracted before to notice what had been hidden beneath it.

“Tend to your own wounds instead of staring at mine,” he said icily, before striding off toward the tent.

She scowled and peeled off her sodden shirt, hissing when the fabric stuck to her skin. Her hands were trembling with the aftermath of her battle-fury, and her throat was still raw from coughing up all that water. She took a deep breath to steady herself, the pain a reminder that she was alive. When she was a little calmer, she inspected her injuries. There was a trio of shallow slices on her stomach—Lyssa must have killed the bitch before its claws got deep enough to disembowel her—and she could feel the ache of another set on her back, near her left shoulder blade. One of the mermaids had definitely taken a bite out of her neck, but it had missed the artery, thank the Lady. She stood and shucked off her shredded pants next, revealing a deep wound on the front of her right thigh.

Alderic sucked in a breath when he returned. “Those look bad,” he said as she stood shivering in her underwear and breastband, the firelight playing over the hard muscles of her body.

“I’ve had worse,” Lyssa said, wincing as she sat back down. It was true, but still … it unnerved her, how badly she had been hurt without even realizing it.

Alderic had fetched the med kit without her having to ask, and she accepted it wordlessly. Took a swig from the little bottle of liquor to warm her up and steady her shaking hands before she started, then re-sterilized the needle and cleaned the wound on her thigh, gritting her teeth against the sting.

“Was it worth it?” Alderic asked while he watched her stitch herself up.

She paused, looking up at him. He was standing by the fire, fiddling with his buttons again, as if he needed something to do with his hands. “Yes.” She went back to stitching. “Nothing—human or faerie—hurts the ones I love and gets away with it. I would have killed every last one of them if you hadn’t stopped me.”

“You would have died if I hadn’t stopped you,” he corrected her.

Her hand stilled, and she glowered up at him. “Let me make something abundantly clear,” she said. “I didn’t need anyone to save me, least of all you. I have been doing this for a very long time, and I am perfectly aware of my own limitations.” It rang hollow in the face of the sharp pain in her lungs, her own blood dripping onto the ground, and he seemed to know it.

“Are you?” he asked. “Because it looked to me like you were a few seconds away from drowning, or freezing to death, or being disemboweled by a mermaid, all because you let yourself lose control. If I hadn’t been there—”

“You shouldn’t have been.” She pulled the thread taut, clenching her teeth at the pain its tugging caused. “I told you to stay here. That’s two orders you’ve disobeyed, after promising—”

“I heard the dock collapse, and when I got down there you were gone.” The muscles in his jaw worked, and when he spoke he sounded as pissed off as she was. “Did you really expect me to sit idly by when I thought you were in trouble?”

“I expect you to let me do my job,” she spat.

“Your job isn’t to kill a few inconsequential mermaids,” he said. “Your job is to kill the Beast.”

Her expression darkened. “A job you jeopardized by not doing what I asked you to. Besides, those mermaids tried to kill Brandy. That’s not inconsequential to me.”

“Well, they didn’t kill him,” Alderic snapped. “You’re welcome, by the way. I don’t remember hearing a ‘thank you’ before you went off to turn yourself into fish food.” The anger in his voice chafed, and her own rage rose to meet it.

“You’re saying I should have just forgiven—”

“I’m saying that you should have let it go!” he shouted at her. “There’s nothing to ‘forgive,’ Lyssa—they’re animals, killing out of instinct and hunger alone! You, on the other hand, have a rational human brain inside that thick skull of yours. Maybe you should use it once in a while.”

His words hit some nerve she hadn’t even known was there. “Why do you give a shit what I do?” she shouted back.

“Because I don’t want you to die, you fucking idiot!”

For some reason, the sound of the expletive on his lips was like a slap across the face. She blinked at him, at the redness of his cheeks, the fury flashing in his eyes. It confused her at first, but then it hit her: if she died, it wasn’t just her own chance for vengeance that died with her. It was his, too.

And as much as she hated to admit it, he was right. She had pushed herself to the very brink, skirting the point of no return without recognizing how close she was to the line.

She tied off the thread and snipped it with her scissors. “I’m sorry I scared you,” she began. “I know you need my services, and—”

“It’s one thing, dying to protect a life,” he interrupted, his eyes still blazing, his tone still as sharp as one of her knives. “To avenge a life, even. But this? This was pointless. You didn’t kill those mermaids for Brandy. He was already safe, thanks to me. You didn’t even do it to get the canteen back. You did it for yourself, and no one else. Because you were upset, and desperate to feel something other than powerless.”

“Don’t pretend like you understand me,” she snapped, shaken by how effortlessly he had dissected her. “You know nothing about me.”

“I don’t have to,” he snapped back. “Deliberately causing harm is always about power. About control. But it’s an illusion. Let your anger consume you, and it’s only a matter of time before you lose yourself to it completely.”

“I…” She started to argue that she knew what she was doing, that all it took to wield fury like a weapon was discipline and practice, but the excuses died in her throat. She looked down at herself, at her hands slicked with her own blood, the gaping meat of her thigh puckered with ragged stitches. How close had she come to losing herself tonight?

To losing everything?

Alderic’s expression softened. “I understand. Believe me, I do. But being able to control your emotions—having the foresight to understand the consequences of your actions and choosing a less destructive path—is one of the gifts of being human. Rejecting that in favor of mindless rage makes you no better than those mermaids. Or the Beast.”

Lyssa flinched, his words more painful than any of her wounds. Bite marks would heal. This would drive deeper and deeper into her heart, haunting her in the darkest hours of the night.

“How dare you!” she growled, ready to lash out at him, to cut him to the bone. But then Brandy whined, pushing his nose into her hand, and her anger dissipated.

Without Alderic, the bullmastiff would probably be at the bottom of the lake right now, his bones stripped clean by mermaid teeth.

And, maybe, so would she.

The realization filled her with shame. She had been furious with Eddie for dying to protect her instead of saving himself, but she had just done something worse—she had risked her life for no fucking reason, other than because she was angry and afraid, and had learned no other way to channel those feelings than punching someone or stabbing faeries.

Alderic didn’t deserve her ire, no matter how much his words had hurt her. He was the one who had kept his head when things went sideways. She had acted without thinking, and had come dangerously close to dying on the altar of her own anger.

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes on the blood-crusted fawn of Brandy’s coat. “For saving him. I’m sorry I didn’t say it earlier.”

“You’re welcome, Carnifex,” he said lightly, as if he hadn’t somehow managed to crack her open and expose the fetid parts of her to the harsh light of the fire.

She forced herself to look at him, her ears burning. “You dove in after him without a second thought. Why?”

“He clearly means a lot to you,” he said, his voice almost gentler than she could bear.

“He’s all I have left,” she said without thinking, then cursed herself for it. It was the liquor and pain, the fading vestiges of adrenaline, combining in her blood to make her say things she never would have, otherwise. But maybe she owed him some piece of herself, in exchange for what he had done. What he had risked for her. “My mother got him for me when I was a kid. He’s all I have left of her. Of that life,” she said, unable to suppress a shiver that had nothing to do with the frigid night or the cold lake water drying on her skin. She felt vulnerable—naked—saying that out loud.

“You don’t have to do that,” Alderic said softly. “If you don’t want to tell me—”

“I do,” she said, surprised to find that it was true. “Want to, I mean.” What was it he had asked her in the Morningstar? What kind of name is Brandy, for a dog? “His name was supposed to be Bluto, but every time my father shouted for his after-dinner brandy, the dog would show up. He won’t answer to anything else.” Alderic chuckled, and Lyssa eyed him sidelong. “I still can’t believe you dove into a lake full of mermaids to save him for me.”

He shrugged, looking away. “This isn’t the first time I’ve tried sacrificing myself for the greater good. The ‘sacrifice’ part never seems to take, though.”

She looked again at the scar on his throat, wondering how he had gotten it. Wondered, too, how she could have misjudged him so thoroughly. She had thought him weak, and he had flipped her on her ass. Had thought him just another selfish, airheaded rich man, but he had risked his own life to save her dog’s. Had risked it again, to save hers.

No one had ever tried to save her before, except for Eddie.

He was a confusing, complicated man, and Lyssa was startled—and somewhat annoyed—to discover that she liked him a great deal.

“Is the bite on my neck deep?” she asked, and he moved closer to get a better look.

“No, but your back definitely requires stitches.”

“How are you with a needle and thread?”

“Exceptional,” he said, and she could hear the half smile in his voice.

“The star of the sewing circle, I’m sure,” she said as he fetched the other camp stool and sat down behind her.

“You have no idea.” He dabbed the wound with alcohol, then took the needle from her, brushed her hair out of the way, and began stitching her up without warning—like he knew she would have been insulted if he had given her one.

“Enlighten me, then.” Her voice was soft, almost lost in the pop and crack of the fire. For some reason, saying those words spiked her adrenaline more than being swarmed by mermaids had.

Alderic’s hand slowed for a fraction of a second, as though she had surprised him, but he recovered so quickly she might have imagined it. “After my older brother was born, my mother was desperate for a daughter. She was incredibly disappointed when she pushed me out instead. I spent the first six years of my life in dresses, being taught embroidery, before my father came home from the battlefield and tried to undo what she had done.”

Well, that explained a lot.

“The battlefield,” Lyssa said. “You weren’t born in Ibyrnika, then?” Their island hadn’t seen war in centuries.

His hand slipped, and she sucked in a breath at the needle’s sudden jab. “Sorry,” he said. “All this blood is making things difficult. To answer your question: I was born and raised here. My father fought for another king, though.”

“He was a mercenary?”

“He was an opportunist. And, as you can see, he didn’t quite beat my soft upbringing out of me. I landed somewhere in the middle—a tourney knight but not a military commander, a courtier but not a politician, favored by the queen’s ladies but not by the king. I fell just short of every hope he had for me. And thus, I managed to disappoint both parents.” He made a little sound like a laugh, and she could feel his breath on her bare skin.

Lyssa tried to turn, but his hand on her shoulder was firm, preventing her. “You were a knight?”

“I was.”

“I didn’t know those still existed,” she said. She’d loved the stories her mother had told her about knights and dragons when she was a child. “Did you ever fight any monsters?”

“A tourney knight, I said.” He sounded amused. “You know, jousting?”

“Jousting?” She smirked. “Rich people and their ridiculous hobbies.”

“Indeed.”

“Did you have pretty armor and a plumed helmet? A lance with a lady’s token tied to the end of it? Did they crown you with flowers and kiss your sweaty cheeks afterwards, before throwing a feast in your honor?”

He laughed. “Something like that.”

“Were you any good?”

“I was the best, actually. No one could beat me in hand-to-hand combat.”

Now she forced her way around to face him. “What?”

“I said—”

“I know what you said. You know how to fight?”

“Yes,” he said slowly, watching her face like he was trying to figure out whether he should duck.

“Then why did you let me show you how to throw a punch?”

He looked sheepish. “You said it would make you feel better.”

“Because I thought you were helpless!”

“I told you I wasn’t,” he reminded her. “You were just making assumptions based on my appearance.”

“I…” She turned back around, her cheeks hot. Something uncomfortably close to affection was burrowing into her heart, and she was helpless to stop it. “Are you almost finished?”

“Just about,” Alderic said, tying off the thread and snipping it with the scissors.

Lyssa reached for the leftover poultice she had made for Brandy. She scooped up some on her fingers and smeared it over the stitches in her thigh before wrapping a length of bandage around it. Alderic dabbed a bit onto her back, then wiped his fingers off on a cloth and began plastering a few squares of gauze over the poultice.

“You should eat something, by the way,” he told her. “They say red meat is good if you’ve lost blood.”

Lyssa rolled her eyes, pulling her clothes on carefully over her wounds and gritting her teeth against the pain the movements caused. “Great thinking, Al. Are you going to go catch us something for dinner?”

“I already did.” He dug around in his pack and tossed her a bag of jerky.

She snorted. “You’re quite the hunter.”

“Money is the best snare there is,” he said, and a laugh burst from her lips at the mental image of him throwing coins at a rabbit.

She handed a piece of jerky to Brandy before shoving some into her own mouth. “Thanks,” she said around it, “but I don’t think this is going to make much of a dent. I’m starving.”

“Murderous rampages do tend to work up the appetite.”

“There’s some canned food in my pack. We could have that.”

He disappeared inside the tent to fetch the rations she had brought, and emerged with a wrinkled nose. “These look disgusting,” he said, inspecting one of the cans. “Tinned beef? How can you eat this?”

“And here I thought I was wrong about you being a snob,” she teased, shoving more jerky into her mouth.

“Why? Because I don’t fancy the idea of botulism?” He rummaged around in his own pack and withdrew a small skillet, some paper spice packets, and a little bottle of what looked like cooking oil.

“What are you doing?”

“Making this edible,” he said.

“You know how to cook?” Her chewing slowed. Well, she could add that to the list of things she never would have guessed about him.

His lips curved into a smile. “No servants, remember? And I can only eat at the Morningstar so many days in a row before my body starts to object rather violently. Molly’s beer may be good, but her food is atrocious.”

“I thought you had a good metabolism.”

“Not for whatever she puts in those pies.” He struggled with opening one of the cans, the liquid inside splattering his cuffs.

“You’re ruining your new shirt,” Lyssa said. “One of the good shirts.”

“They’re all good shirts.”

“Roll up your sleeves.”

“I’m fine,” he said, flicking beef juice off his hand.

She narrowed her eyes. It wasn’t just beef juice—there was blood trickling down his palm, too, from some injury beneath his sleeve. “I thought you said the mermaids didn’t touch you.”

“They didn’t.” He looked down at his hand. “You, uh … nicked me with one of your knives when I was dragging you out of the lake.”

“I did?” she asked, horrified.

“It’s fine. Really,” Alderic said quickly.

“I’ll be the judge of that.” She reached for his cuff and he batted her hand away.

“I’d really rather you didn’t.”

“Don’t be stubborn,” Lyssa said. “The last thing we need is for you to get an infection from the lake water.” She grabbed his sleeve and wrenched it up before he could stop her.

Both of them froze, until a concerned whine from Brandy broke the stunned silence.

“Shit,” Lyssa muttered, gaping at the old, jagged scars along Alderic’s wrists. They were large, twisted things—deep wounds, like claw marks or knife slashes. A little higher, there were whorls of pink skin that disappeared beneath the fabric covering his biceps.

They met and held each other’s gaze for a beat too long before she snatched her hand away from his sleeve. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” he snapped, grabbing the alcohol and a gauze pad from the med kit.

She watched him swab the cut—admittedly minor, as he’d insisted. His hand was shaking. “What happened?” she asked, before she could stop herself.

Alderic’s cheeks reddened. “These,” he said, pointing at the pink whorls, “are from when my father tried to burn the estate down with the Beast inside. I was inside at the time, too. And these,” he said, pointing to the slashes, “are from when I tried to kill myself.”

Lyssa sucked in a breath. “You tried to kill yourself?”

“A few different times, a few different ways.” He jerked his sleeve back down.

Her eyes snagged again on the scar at his throat. “Why?” It came out a whisper. She knew she had no right to ask, not when she hadn’t even admitted to him why she really wanted to kill the Beast. Not when she had reacted so badly to him asking her how she had gone from suburb to gutter. How could she expect him to tell her something so deeply personal when she kept her own painful cards close to her chest?

But he didn’t tell her it was none of her business. He didn’t push her away or shut down. He replied, so softly it was almost a whisper, “Because the Beast destroyed my life. Why continue living it?”

What had been a mere seedling of affection taking root within Lyssa bloomed with a sudden intensity that overwhelmed her.

She had teetered on that precipice, after Eddie died. In the weeks and months that followed, the lack of him was a hole in her heart as painful as any physical wound, and part of her had wanted to die. She might have, too, if not for the oath she had carved into her palm. It had given her purpose, had inspired her to shed her old life like a molted skin and become the weapon of vengeance known as the Butcher.

Lyssa would still follow her brother into the grave eventually, but she would meet her death with a sword in her hand and her oath fulfilled. She couldn’t imagine wading through the depths of grief, facing day after day, without that promise to fuel her.

“Alderic…” She found herself on the verge of telling him about Eddie, on the verge of laying herself bare in a way she hadn’t done since Honoria had betrayed her. The only thing that stopped her was the sheer strength of the iron cage she’d welded around her heart since then. It was rusted shut and hard to open now, even when she wanted it to. Instead, she took Alderic’s hand. “I swear to you, I will kill it,” she managed to say around the lump in her throat.

An expression she didn’t understand flitted over his face, relief and sorrow somehow mixed together, and he nodded. “I know you will, Carnifex. That’s why I hired you.”



Lyssa woke with a start. The interior of the tent was bright with morning light. Alderic had taken first watch last night after they had finished their dinner, and was supposed to have woken her after a few hours.

“That idiot let me sleep all night,” she grumbled. He’d be dead on his feet, and would be lucky if he didn’t snap an ankle or fall into a ravine on their way back down the mountain.

Then she remembered: the canteen. Fuck. They’d have to spend the day searching for it, and, if by some miracle they actually found it, collect more water by moonlight that night.

She sat up with a groan. She hurt everywhere, but the skin around her wounds wasn’t hot to the touch, and she didn’t seem to have a fever. No infection—or venom—thank the Lady.

She pushed aside the tent flap to find Alderic lounging in one of the camp stools by the remains of the fire, tossing bits of beef jerky to Brandy, who snatched them out of the air effortlessly from his cushion.

“Good morning,” Alderic said brightly when she emerged.

“You’re cheerful for someone who didn’t sleep at all last night,” Lyssa said, kneeling to check Brandy’s wounds. They looked to be doing well, too, though he whined when she probed the skin around his stitches. Her throat tightened at the sound, and she planted a kiss on his cheek in silent apology. When she rose to her feet, the bullmastiff turned his attention back to Alderic and barked happily, waiting for another piece of jerky.

“He likes me now,” Alderic told her, and Brandy thumped his tail in agreement.

“I can see that. Why didn’t you wake me for my watch?”

Alderic shrugged. “I didn’t have the heart. You were out cold, snoring louder than a—”

“I don’t snore!” She crossed her arms, wincing when the movement stretched her stitches painfully.

“Oh, you most certainly do,” he said. “Besides, there was work to be done.” He reached for something on the ground beside his camp stool and tossed it to her.

The canteen Ragnhild had given them, full of water.

Lyssa gaped at him. “You found it.”

Alderic grinned. “After two moonlight swims last night, I found I fancied a third. It was quite invigorating, actually.”

She turned the canteen over in her hands, frowning. “I still don’t understand why those mermaids are so afraid of you.”

The amusement faded from his face, but his tone was flippant. “Fish aren’t usually known for being good judges of character, are they? Perhaps wearing all black makes me seem menacing.”

Lyssa snorted. “Maybe. If you had been in your old clothes, they probably would have laughed themselves to death and saved me the trouble of killing them.”

“Still so rude,” Alderic said, but he was smiling again, and there was a tenderness in his eyes. “Even after all I’ve done for you.”

An answering tenderness found its way to her lips, a smile softer than the usual slashing grins she armored herself with. “My apologies, Mr. Menacing. You have my eternal gratitude.” She squeezed his shoulder, and he looked pleased with himself. “Now, let’s get the fuck out of this place, before anything else tries to kill us.”






CHAPTER 
THIRTEEN
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“WHAT HAPPENED?” RAGNHILD barked as Lyssa limped through the stone archway, supporting a semiconscious Alderic. Nadia leapt to her feet with a cry of concern, knocking over the basket of herbs beside her.

“Nothing,” Lyssa grunted, tossing their packs to the ground with a clatter. “The idiot stayed up all night so that I could sleep.” She adjusted the drape of Alderic’s arm around her neck, gritting her teeth against the strain his weight was putting on her stitched-up back. His head lolled, and he muttered something unintelligible. “Yeah, you regret that now, don’t you?”

His cheerful, pleased-with-himself energy had lasted for all of about two hours once they started down the mountain. By the time they broke for a hasty lunch he was swaying on his feet, and when they finally reached the place where the horse-cart had dropped them off the day before, he had tumbled into a ditch and stayed there, buried in bracken, until Lyssa hauled him out. She could have sworn she’d heard him snoring.

“So, he’s not hurt?” Nadia asked, eyeing him warily. “He’s just … tired?”

Alderic muttered something else and Lyssa snorted. “He says he’s heroically tired.”

“Heroically?” The witches shared a bemused glance.

“I’ll tell you after I dump him in the smithy.” She hefted Alderic higher up on her shoulders, wincing as his arm brushed against the bandaged mermaid-bite on her neck. Brandy circled her legs with an anxious whine, almost tripping her when she tried to move. “Brandy, no—stay with Rags. Yes, I know you’re worried about him, but if you don’t back off, you’re going to knock us both over. Nadia, hold him, will you?”

“Brandy, come here!” the little witch called. The bullmastiff limped over to her and she took hold of his collar, her brows furrowing when she saw the wounds on his flank. “He has stitches!”

“It’s been an exciting couple of days,” Lyssa said over her shoulder, already heading in the direction of the smithy. “All right, Al, try to actually use those shapely legs of yours, or I’m going to drop you in the dirt and leave you there.” Considering how comfortable he’d seemed in the ditch, it wasn’t much of a threat.

“Here, let me help you with the door,” Ragnhild said, getting to her feet with a grunt and tucking her herb-collecting knife into her apron pocket. “You look sore.”

“Thanks.”

The witch waddled ahead and was holding the smithy door open by the time Lyssa got there. Together, they managed to half drag Alderic up the stairs, and Lyssa wrestled him over to her bed, dumping him unceremoniously onto it, his legs sprawling over the side.

“You’re bleeding through your shirt,” Ragnhild observed as Lyssa slid Alderic’s shoes off. His socks were pink and embroidered with white roses, because of course they were.

“Nothing the hot springs can’t fix.” She covered him with a blanket and said, “I’ll wake you in a few hours,” but he was already snoring.

He looked so different in the grip of sleep, younger and more vulnerable, and Lyssa felt a sudden fierce urge to protect him. To right the wrongs that had led to him dragging cold steel across his warm wrists, desperate for a way out.

I swear to you, I will kill it, she had told him.

It was the first time she had made that promise without thinking of her brother when she said it.

“It sounds like a lot has happened since you left us,” Rags said as they went back down the smithy stairs and out into the Wood’s unnatural summer. Nadia and Brandy were coming up the path, the little apprentice dragging Lyssa’s and Alderic’s packs behind her, and together the four of them went into the cottage, Brandy settling in his hearth-bed with a fresh beef bone Rags found for him in the cupboard.

Lyssa recounted—briefly—what had happened at the lake, leaving out everything Alderic had told her about himself and his past. When she got to the part about him saving Brandy’s life, the bullmastiff paused his chewing long enough to bark and wag his tail, as if he wanted everyone in the room to know how he felt about it.

“He’s a good-hearted man,” Rags said, and she and Nadia exchanged a weighted glance.

“What was that?” Lyssa demanded, looking between them.

“Nothing,” Rags said innocently.

“Nothing, my ass. You’ve got a twinkle in your eye. And why are you smiling?” she accused the little apprentice.

“I’m not allowed to smile?” Nadia’s grin stretched wider.

“You never smile. Rags—”

The old witch patted Lyssa’s arm. “Oh, relax, you brute. Nadia and I talked a great deal about Alderic while you were gone. We like him, that’s all. And it’s good for you to have a friend other than the dog.” Brandy yowled, as if he wanted them to know how he felt about that, too. Rags ignored him. “After what happened with Honoria, I was afraid that—”

“Al and I are not friends,” Lyssa snapped, her hackles rising at the mention of the Hound-warden’s name. The reminder of past mistakes she had sworn never to make again. “Lady Bright, we barely know each other. We have a common goal, and nothing more.” She flushed at the knowing smirk Nadia gave her.

“Careful, Rags,” the little apprentice teased. “She doesn’t seem to like the ‘F’ word.”

“Oh, go choke on some birdseed,” Lyssa spat.

“Deny it all you want, girl,” Ragnhild said, pointing a gnarled finger at Lyssa. “I saw that look you gave him when you tucked him in. Something has changed between the two of you.”

Lyssa batted her finger away. “Yeah, well, we can’t put too much stock in what you see these days, Rags. Your eyesight isn’t what it used to be. Here.” She dug around in her pack for the canteen and the bag containing the ash twigs, and shoved them into the old witch’s hands.

“Water and wood,” Ragnhild said, inspecting them with an approving nod. “Now we just need earth in order to complete our elemental items. Then a faerie repellant, of course, and personal concerns…”

Lyssa winced. A faerie repellant. They might have been able to gather some iron in Bellgaard, if she hadn’t been so reluctant to make Alderic feel worse than he already did in that place. “Do you think we could get away with using ordinary iron?” she asked Rags. “I definitely have an emotional connection to killing faeries, and I’m not about to dig up one of the victims just to get some coffin nails.”

Ragnhild’s lips thinned. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It could work, but…”

“But the sword might not be powerful enough,” Lyssa said with a clench of worry in her stomach.

“It is likely too vague of a connection,” the old witch said with a sigh. “But if you must go that route, then you should both gather some grave dirt—from two different victims—and contribute an extra personal concern apiece, in order to compensate. It’ll be risky, though.” Ragnhild seemed to notice Lyssa’s expression, and asked, “What’s the matter?”

“Extra personal concerns might be a problem,” Lyssa said. She had no idea what she could possibly use for one, and now she might need two?

“You could make each other bracelets out of your own hair,” Nadia said with a smirk. “I’ve heard that’s all the rage right now. Would a token of undying friendship help unravel the glyph, Rags?”

Lyssa clenched her teeth. “Shut your mouth before I—”

“Oh, stop it, you two,” Rags scolded.

Lyssa shouldered her pack. “I’m going to go soak in the hot springs while Al sleeps. After that, we’ll be on our way.”

“We’re having shepherd’s pie for dinner,” Ragnhild said hopefully.

“Good for you,” Lyssa replied, and stormed out of the kitchen.



The walk to the hot springs was just strenuous enough, after all she had been through over the past few days, that by the time she reached them Lyssa hadn’t thought about anything besides her aching muscles and the sharp pain of the stitches tugging at her skin. But once she shucked off her clothes and sank down into the steaming water, Ragnhild’s voice resumed its accusations inside her head.

I saw that look you gave him when you tucked him in.

Something has changed between the two of you.

It rattled her, that the fledgling affection she felt for Alderic was so visible. Rattled her even more that it hadn’t wilted with every mile they’d traveled down the mountain. She kept telling herself that this feeling was temporary, confined to a particular moment in time. That it would fade the farther they got from Bellgaard and the shadows of Alderic’s past. But to her chagrin, it had only gotten stronger the more time she spent in his company.

Lyssa didn’t need Ragnhild’s bones to foresee that it was going to become a problem. She had already allowed it to compromise their task, choosing to spare his feelings rather than make him go into the ruins of his old summer home to find iron they could use for the sword. And his attitude about her propensity for violence could prove problematic as well. The last thing she needed was that frilly bastard’s voice in her head when she was fighting the Beast, warning her not to lose herself to her anger. She had to be willing to sacrifice everything in order to kill it, even her own life.

Whatever she felt for Alderic, she had to distance herself from it, for her own good. Had to rip it out by the roots now that the signs of infestation were becoming obvious. It didn’t matter that he seemed to understand her in a way no one else did, despite the fact that he knew next to nothing about her. It didn’t matter that her instinct was to cultivate the thing budding between them, to confide in him the way he had confided in her.

In fact, that instinct was proof that she could not allow these feelings to grow any further.

Trusting people was just as dangerous as caring about them. It only gave them more ways to hurt her. Lyssa couldn’t imagine Alderic betraying her like Honoria had—he wanted the Beast dead, too, after all—but that didn’t mean it was safe to let him in.

It was better to be lonely than vulnerable. Better to be heartless than weak.

Alderic was right—humans were social creatures, and it was difficult to curb the urge to form bonds, especially in the face of shared circumstances or grief. But she had to curb it. Her oath was the only thing that mattered, and she was on the verge of finally fulfilling it. Alderic was a distraction at best, a liability at worst, and if she didn’t uproot this insidious vine of affection, it could strangle her and jeopardize everything.

He had simply caught her off guard, at the lake, with his swift emotional dissection of her. His honesty about his past, his scars. But there was still time to rectify her mistakes before they bloomed into bigger ones.

Besides, it was for his own good, as well. He didn’t want attachments any more than she did, and what was the point of becoming friends—if that was even where this was headed—when she was just going to die soon, anyway?

By the time she got out of the steaming pool, her flesh was healed and her heart was armored anew. She went straight to the smithy, her clothes clinging uncomfortably to her damp skin, and took the creaking stairs two at a time. If Alderic was still asleep, she would sit at her desk and wait for him to wake up; she couldn’t stand the thought of going back to the cottage with Ragnhild and Nadia and their knowing smiles.

But Alderic was awake already, staring at the articles about the Beast that she had tacked up all over the walls around her bed.

“Why do you want to kill it so badly?” he asked without turning around. Like he knew it was her by her footsteps alone.

“Do you ever listen to what anyone tells you, or are you too busy thinking about your next shopping spree?” she said with as much frost in her voice as she could muster. “Rags and I won’t stop until we’ve killed every last faerie and Hound on this island.”

“You don’t have an entire wall devoted to every last faerie and Hound,” he said, his voice hollow as he peered at the collection of articles speculating about why there had been a monster at the circus to begin with. “You have a wall devoted to the Beast of Buxton Fields.”

The words were on the tip of her tongue again: The Beast killed my brother and I swore an oath to kill it, but she shoved them away. The time for confessions was over between them. She had made her decision and she had to stick with it—for Eddie, for Alderic, and for herself. It didn’t matter that they had this grief in common. All that mattered was avenging those they had lost, and sharing any more of herself with him than she already had would only make that more difficult.

“I want to become a legend,” she said instead. “The Beast killed more people than any of the other Hounds, and then it vanished without a trace. It has become a story people tell their children at night, to scare them into being good. I want to kill all of the Hounds, sure, but if I kill the Beast? I might as well kill Death. And what little girl doesn’t grow up dreaming about killing Death?”

He didn’t laugh. “Listen. Lyssa.” He finally turned to face her, and she frowned with concern at how miserable he looked. “I think I made a mistake.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I shouldn’t have told you those things, at the lake,” he said, running a hand over his face. There were dark circles beneath his eyes, and she resisted the urge to scold him for not sleeping longer. “About me. About my past. I … wasn’t thinking. I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable.”

“You didn’t make me uncomfortable.” He had done something far worse. He had made her care about him—and she couldn’t afford to care about anyone or anything but killing the Beast.

A sword is only a sword. For all his pretty words about control and the difference between humans and monsters, she knew what she was. A weapon. It was all she’d ever be, until she fulfilled her oath.

“Oh. Good.” He looked at the floor, as though he was trying to figure out how to phrase what he wanted to say next and couldn’t do it if he knew she was staring at him. “It’s just that … well, it complicates things, if we are anything other than employer and sword-for-hire, and I think it’s best if we discontinue the friendly repartee and fireside confessions, and focus on the task at hand.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” she said, relieved that he had come to the same conclusion she had. It would make things easier, anyway.

At least, that’s what she tried to tell herself. But beneath the relief was a layer of hurt, like raw skin chafing against a poultice.

He looked startled. “You were?”

“Yes,” she said, angry with herself. “Like I told you before, we don’t need to know anything about each other just because we’re stuck gathering ingredients together. Ragnhild’s bones said you had to come because of your personal connection to the Beast. That has nothing to do with me.”

The words felt wrong, after what had happened at the lake. He had shared too much of himself with her to take it back now, and in turn he had cracked open something within her that she had thought impenetrable. He had built a bridge with his honesty, offering her a way out of the lonely liminal realm she had locked her heart away inside. But she could not allow herself to cross it, even if she wanted to.

Alderic looked like he was going to be sick, and she thought that maybe the words felt wrong to him, too. But he only nodded. “Right. I’m sorry I muddied things up, before.”

“It wasn’t your fault.” It was hers. Enlighten me, she’d said, opening the door for his past to come tumbling out while he stitched up her wounds. Her hand wrenching up his sleeve to reveal his darkest secret. She had instigated this dangerous descent as much as he had, because despite how much safer it was to build walls around herself, she could not seem to destroy her hunger for human connection. “I’m the one who crossed the line, last night. It was unprofessional, and it won’t happen again.”

He nodded, but the look of wretched misery didn’t leave his face.

“Feeling all right?” she asked, trying to sound brusque, but she was unable to mask the concern in her voice. “We can stay here for a few hours, if you need more sleep. It shouldn’t throw things off too much.”

“No,” he said. “I just want to get this over with.”

Her throat tightened as she remembered what he had been doing when she came up here—staring at the articles about the Beast. Seeing them must have upset him, must have made him think about his brother. She shook off that persistent impulse to comfort him, and turned her back on him instead.

“Then let’s get going,” she said, retreating down the stairs.



This time, when they left, Nadia was holding a rope looped through Brandy’s collar so that he couldn’t run after them. He barked, a look of utter confusion on his face.

Lyssa knelt down and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You have to stay here,” she told him. “For real this time. It’s not safe for you out there anymore.”

The bullmastiff yowled, insulted, and Lyssa kissed his muzzle in apology.

“He looks so sad,” Alderic said, and Brandy turned pleading eyes on his new friend, perhaps hoping that he might intervene on a poor betrayed dog’s behalf.

“I’d rather he be sad than dead,” Lyssa said sharply. Her nerves had already been stretched taut from the conversation she’d had with Alderic—the wrongness of it—and now, leaving Brandy behind, they were frayed to the point of snapping. “He’s too much of a distraction. I can’t afford to worry about him. I have a job to do, and I need to focus on doing it.” They met eyes, and quickly looked away.

“I completely agree,” he said.

“I’m glad we’re both on the same page,” she replied.

Ragnhild and Nadia exchanged another of those weighted glances, but this time there were no twinkling eyes or sly smiles.

Lyssa kissed Brandy’s muzzle one last time and stood. “I’ll be back soon,” she told him. “I promise.”

But Brandy wasn’t done with his goodbyes, limping in circles and barking expectantly until Alderic reached down and stroked the bullmastiff’s head. Satisfied, he let Nadia lead him away, while she told him all about the treats waiting for him in the house. He looked back at Lyssa once, and she dropped her gaze to the ground, the sharp ache of loneliness already piercing through her.






CHAPTER 
FOURTEEN
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THE TIME THEY’D spent at Ragnhild’s had been a little under a week in Warham. As dusk settled over the city, Lyssa peered out at the moon from the window of the chophouse where she and Alderic had eaten a tense, awkward dinner.

Waning crescent—a few more nights until the black moon.

Alderic swilled his ale around in his glass. “What’s next?” he asked.

“We’ll need to get the grave dirt, soon,” she said. “Ragnhild told me that we should both gather some, from two different victims, in case we can’t find any iron with a personal emotional connection to either of us.” There was that clench of anxiety in her chest again. It’ll be risky, Rags had said. It could work … or the sword could fail. She wouldn’t know until the critical moment, and—unlike the Serpent of Ire—Lyssa had a feeling she wouldn’t get a second chance, this time. If the Beast didn’t kill her, the Hound-wardens would be waiting.

“Where is your dirt going to come from?” Alderic asked.

“Here in Warham,” she said, pushing her mushy peas around on her plate with her fork so that she wouldn’t have to look at him. True to their new business-only arrangement, she didn’t offer anything more than that, and he didn’t ask.

“Can’t you get coffin nails from the same grave you’re using for the dirt?”

“No,” she said, more sharply than she’d intended.

“And why is that?”

“Exhuming a coffin would take too long,” she told him. “If we get caught, we’ll hang.”

He snorted, as if the very idea amused him. Lyssa’s eyes flitted to the new cravat covering the brutal scar on his throat, her brows furrowing in concern.

“What about a crypt?” he asked.

“A crypt might work,” she said. “We wouldn’t have to dig anyone up, at least. But it would have to have wooden coffins, and not just stone sarcophagi.”

“This one does.”

Hope flared within her, easing the tightness in her chest for a brief moment before she tempered it with caution. “Most crypts are private, though. Locked gates. Guarded against body-snatchers, in some cases. Plus, we don’t know if any of the Beast’s victims are buried in crypts.”

Alderic hesitated. Took a sip of his drink as if he needed a moment to gather his thoughts. “Desmond is in the crypt in Liedensham Cemetery,” he said finally, his voice tight with suppressed emotion.

“Desmond?”

“My brother.”

Lyssa picked at her bottom lip, fighting against that fierce urge to protect him from more pain. Nails from his brother’s coffin would be immensely powerful, and would make the sword even more powerful in turn. And, with coffin nails as their faerie repellant, they would only have to use one personal concern apiece, instead of needing extra.

It seemed the Lady had granted her a chance to redeem herself for her reluctance to force Alderic to face his past at Bellgaard. She would be a fool not to take it.

He wants the Beast dead, too, she reminded herself. He’ll do what he has to, no matter how much it hurts.

She couldn’t help the pang of guilt at the thought. Alderic would pry nails out of his brother’s coffin because she was too weak to pry them out of Eddie’s.

“Will anyone be suspicious of us?” she asked him.

“No. The priestesses there know me. They’ll give me as much privacy as I need.”

“All right, then.” Lyssa sat back and wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Coffin nails are the most potent when collected during the black moon, same as grave dirt. If we get the dirt as soon as it’s dark, that night, we should be able to draw a Door, get to Liedensham, and collect the coffin nails before dawn the same day. It’ll be tight, and we’ll have to hurry, but it should work.” It had to work. The equinox was only a few weeks away, now. If they had to wait until the next black moon, they would also have to wait until the Summer Solstice to kill the Beast, and the power in the items they’d already collected wouldn’t last that long. They would have to start all over.

She peered out the window again. A few more weeks until the culmination of everything she had been working toward for almost thirteen years. She let out a breath, a sudden flood of emotion washing over her.

“Feeling all right, Carnifex?” Alderic asked.

The question startled her. She hadn’t known he was watching her. Hadn’t known he could read her expressions, her exhalations, like Ragnhild read her bones.

“I’m fine.”

From the look on his face, he didn’t believe her. “The black moon isn’t for another few nights,” he said. “What do we do in the meantime?”

“Gather our personal concerns,” she said. “If we do that now, then we’ll have everything we need once we get the dirt and nails, and plenty of time to forge the sword.” That alone would take days—days they might not have to spare, if they weren’t careful.

His lips thinned. “But I don’t know what personal concern to use.”

She sighed heavily, the hope of a moment ago fading. “Me, neither,” she admitted, frustrated at the idea of wasting time, when they had so little left until the equinox. “Let’s spend the next couple of days figuring them out, at least, so that we can gather them quickly once we’re done with the grave dirt and coffin nails. Oh—I need to buy metal, too. They were out of the kind I use last time we were here in Warham. We’ll go over to the Iron Lane tomorrow morning, as soon as they open.”

Alderic frowned. “Why do I need to go to the Iron Lane? Can’t you go by yourself?”

“No, I cannot. Someone has to pay the bill, and it’s not going to be me.”

“But—”

“Remember what we agreed, when you hired me? Expenses up front, the remainder of the payment when the job is done. Metal is an expense, and expensive. I don’t have that kind of money on me.”

He looked unhappy with that explanation, as if he couldn’t think of a worse way to spend his time. She reminded herself that this was what she wanted, what was best for both of them, but for some reason it still stung.

“Why don’t I just give you the remainder now?” he said. “I trust you to get the job done—no need to withhold payment. I’ll have it transferred into your account first thing in the morning. That way, if there are any more expenses, you can handle them without my involvement.”

“I don’t have a bank account,” she told him.

He looked exasperated. “Would you accept gold bars?”

Lyssa snorted. “I’m not going to carry around a small fortune in gold bars just because for once in your life you don’t feel like going shopping.” She slid out of the booth and pulled on her coat. “Come with me tomorrow. It’ll be easier. You can give the rest of the money to Rags once this is all over. I’m sure she would be more than happy to accept your gold.”

“Is she your accountant, then, as well as your witch?” he said primly.

“She’s not my anything,” Lyssa said. “But since I probably won’t be around to collect the remainder of my payment once the Beast is dead, it’d be better if you arrange to give it to her directly.”

Alderic frowned up at her. “Why wouldn’t you be around to collect? Are you going somewhere, once the job is done?” He arched an eyebrow. “A lavish vacation, perhaps, paid for by yours truly?”

“You can’t seriously think that’s what I mean,” she said. When he still seemed confused, she threw up her hands and made a sound of frustration. “Look, in all likelihood, I’m going to die in a few weeks, and—”

“You’re not going to die,” he said, looking horrified. “You’re going to kill the Beast.”

“Of course I’m going to kill it,” she snapped. “But that doesn’t mean it won’t take me down with it.” Maybe it was because she had first seen it as a child, but the monster loomed large in her memory, bigger than any other Hound she had faced. In her nightmares its teeth were as long as her knives, and it was faster than she was, stronger and more agile. She had never planned to make it out of her next encounter with it alive. But as long as she killed it before it killed her, she would die satisfied, her oath to Eddie fulfilled. “You’ve seen what happens when I’m focused on killing something.”

“This is nothing like the mermaids,” he insisted. “You were upset, then. You lost control. But you’ve fought Hounds before and lived. Why would this be any different?”

Because I care more about killing the Beast than I do about surviving.

“Like I told you before, the Beast is like Death itself,” she said instead. “No one fights Death and comes out unscathed.”

“And you’re going to fight it anyway,” Alderic said, his voice flat. “Because you want to become a legend.”

“That’s right,” she said lightly.

“Is that really worth your life?”

“Why do you care?” she asked, rankled. “You’re the one paying me to kill the damned thing. You should be thrilled to have hired such a dedicated employee.” She clapped him roughly on the back and grabbed his pint, gulping down the rest of it before slamming the glass back down on the table in front of him. “Don’t look so glum, Al. Victory is so close I can taste it. Though I imagine it would taste even better with a side of hot cocoa from Charlie’s Chocolate Emporium, paid for by my rather generous employer.”



Lyssa tipped back the dregs of her third hot cocoa and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. Alderic was staring into his untouched first cup, the marshmallows long since dissolved. He had been quiet since they’d left the chophouse, so lost in thought that he hadn’t even reacted when she’d asked him if he wanted to go buy a new outfit.

Now she studied his face, trying to squash her concern. “We should find somewhere to stay for the next few nights,” she said, crumpling her paper cup and tossing it into the nearest trash bin.

Alderic blinked at her and shook himself, as if he was finally climbing out of his own brain and rejoining her here in the present. “Do you have somewhere in mind?”

She shrugged. “There are plenty of cheap beds in the city, if you know where to look. Places where no one will give us a second glance.” Anonymity was like armor, when she was on the trail of a Hound. The bulk of the Hound-wardens were no doubt in Bleakhaven, but it paid to be careful, regardless.

Alderic gave a dramatic shudder. “And wake up covered in fleas, or worse? I don’t think so.” Despite the lightness of his tone, something in his gaze was anguished. “Where would you stay if money was no object?”

Lyssa stiffened, the past crashing into her unexpectedly. When I’m rich was a game she and Eddie had played often. It was popular amongst all of the orphans and urchins in the city, because their collective disdain for the upper class didn’t stop them from dreaming about what they would do with untold riches, given the chance.

What would you eat if you had all the money in the world?

What would you wear if you had all the money in the world?

Where would you sleep if you had all the money in the world?

The answer to that last one was easy. “The Plaza Alstroemeria,” she told Alderic, averting her eyes. It was the nicest hotel in the entire city, and whenever she and Eddie had jobs in the area, they would watch the expensively dressed patrons coming in and out of the gilded doors and wonder what it would be like to spend a single night there, every luxury at their beck and call.

“Consider it done,” Alderic said, as if it was the easiest thing in all the world to arrange.

But as the pang of memory faded and Lyssa came back to her senses, she shook her head. “You know what? Forget it. They’d never let the likes of me in there. We should pick somewhere else.”

His brows scrunched in confusion. “Why wouldn’t they let you in? We can afford the rooms.”

“Have you seen me? I don’t belong in a place like that.” How could she explain to someone like Alderic that it wasn’t the money that mattered? It was the way she dressed, spoke, acted, thought. She forced a grin onto her face. “Let’s save ourselves the trouble and stay at the Black Hart. Their sheets are clean, at least. Well … mostly.”

Alderic raised his chin, his expression defiant. “You deserve better than mostly clean sheets, Carnifex. If you want to stay at the Plaza Alstroemeria, then that is where we are going to stay.”



“Give me your two most expensive rooms,” Alderic said to the front desk clerk, while Lyssa tried not to gaze up at the crystal chandelier gracing the lobby. Electric lights, of course—only the best for the finest hotel in Warham, perhaps all of Ibyrnika. Even the reflection of its light on the polished wood paneling was dazzling. She looked at the patterned carpet instead, more expensive than any she had ever set foot on. Her boots looked hopelessly dirty against the rich golds and dark blues.

The clerk looked up from his ledger, clearly delighted. “Certainly, sir. I…” His eyes darted to Lyssa and his smile soured. “Oh, dear.”

“What?”

The man’s expression was a mask of professional apology. “I’m sorry, but I am unable to accommodate your party as currently attired.”

“What do you mean?” Alderic demanded.

The clerk hesitated. Glanced again at Lyssa and then leaned closer, lowering his voice. “It’s the lady, sir.”

“What about her?” he replied, his tone going icy.

“She will need to change into something more appropriate, if she is to patronize our establishment. We have a strict dress code, in order to preserve the atmosphere that our guests are accustomed to, and—”

“Told you,” Lyssa said to Alderic, grinning to cover the disappointment she had no right to feel. Of course they took offense to her clothes—she hadn’t expected anything less, even if a small, foolish part of her had hoped otherwise. “The Black Hart it is, then—they’d take our money even if we were wearing nothing but burlap sacks, I imagine. Brace yourself, though. It’s quite a walk from here to there.”

But Alderic’s expression darkened as he glared at the hotel clerk. “My companion is appropriate just the way she is. You should feel honored to have her in your establishment regardless of what she is wearing,” he said. “And although she will be the first to tell you that she doesn’t need a ridiculous sod like myself to defend her, I must warn you: her methods of rebuke sting far more than mine, and are liable to leave a bruise. So, I suggest that you make amends before she gets a swing in edgewise.”

“I’m not going to punch him because he wants me to change my clothes,” Lyssa said, exasperated. Did he really assume she solved all of her problems with her fists? Then she remembered triumphantly telling him that the man who had destroyed her troll-fur coat would never eat solid food again, and realized that she hadn’t given him much of a reason to think otherwise. “Let’s just go somewhere else.”

“No.” He withdrew a silver cigarette case from one of his coat pockets, set it on the counter, and opened the lid. It was full of gems—sapphires, emeralds, rubies—packed so tightly that the case hadn’t even rattled. No wonder he hadn’t balked at the fee she’d requested when he hired her. He kept three times that amount in his fucking pocket. “Do you know what these are worth?” he asked the clerk.

“N-no, sir,” the man said, flushing scarlet, which suggested that he might have an idea.

“More than this hotel,” Alderic replied. “Perhaps we should contact the owner, and I can make an offer. By morning my name will be on the deed, you will be fired, and the lady can wear whatever she wishes in the establishment we have purchased. Or,” he said, “you can apologize, allow her to remain as she is, and keep your job.”

“Yes, yes of course,” the clerk said. He turned to Lyssa, bowing his head. “I am so sorry, my lady. Please forgive me.”

“It’s fine,” Lyssa said through gritted teeth.

“Now, about our rooms?” Alderic asked, tucking the case full of gems back into his pocket as if it were indeed filled with something as cheap and of little consequence as cigarettes.

“I … I can put one of you in the Queen’s Suite, the other in the King’s.”

“I’ll take the Queen’s Suite,” Alderic said brusquely. “The lady will have the King’s—and I expect her to be treated like one during our stay.”

“I will see to it personally, sir,” the clerk assured him.

There were a few more arrangements to be made, papers signed and money deposited. Alderic declined the services of a bellhop, as they only had one pack apiece, and they made their way to the mechanical lift.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Lyssa spat as the lift carried them up to the top floor.

“You sound disgusted,” Alderic observed, his tone still curt.

“I am,” she said, glaring at him. “I can’t stand it when rich assholes throw their wealth around like it makes them any better than the rest of us. That man was just doing his job.”

“I understand that,” he replied. “But wealth is the only weapon I still feel comfortable using these days, so you will have to forgive me for employing it. I had no other choice.”

“There are plenty of other choices,” Lyssa argued. “One of those choices is right next door.”

“You didn’t want to stay in the hotel next door. You wanted to stay in this one.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me,” Alderic said with a sharpness that surprised her. “You are prepared to lay down your life to kill the Beast, at my behest. If you want to stay in the nicest room in the city before you do it, it is my responsibility to see it taken care of, in any way that I can, regardless of what you think of me afterwards.”

“I’m not doing this for you,” she said, bristling, and—damn her—there was that urge to tell him everything, again. To bare her soul in a way she hadn’t done in years.

But Alderic saved her from herself by saying, “Right. You want to be a legend. Well, the King’s Suite of the Plaza Alstroemeria is undoubtedly fit for a legend.”

There was a moment of angry silence, pierced only by the grind of the lift’s slow-moving gears, until Lyssa couldn’t stand it any longer.

“I’m surprised you didn’t just offer to take me dress shopping,” she snapped.

“I would have, if you’d asked me to,” Alderic replied, glancing at her sidelong. “But you didn’t. And, anyway, you shouldn’t have to change anything about yourself, if you don’t want to. This is a hotel, not the palace.”

“They certainly seem to think they’re royalty,” she muttered, and he snorted in response, the tension between them easing a little.

Lyssa was still angry with him. Alderic was right—she didn’t need anyone to defend her, least of all him, and she resented him for the grotesque display of wealth that had just occurred. But a not-insignificant part of her felt strangely pleased that he accepted her exactly as she was, regardless of what anyone else thought of her.

Stop it, she scolded herself, annoyed by the persistent affection that just wouldn’t die.

The lift gates slid open, and she stalked out into the hallway.

Their suites were a joined pair, connected by a door of rich dark wood, carved with a stag on the King’s side and a doe on the Queen’s.

“Yours is … nice,” Lyssa said as she and Alderic inspected the rooms. Hers was almost comical in its masculinity, with its chocolate-brown-and-gold wallpaper, heavy-handed gold ornamentation, and trompe l’oeil ceiling that gave the illusion of a temple dome. It reeked of self-importance. Alderic’s, on the other hand, was all pretty pastels with white trim, lace curtains on the windows and embroidered damask surrounding the four-poster bed.

“It is, isn’t it?” Alderic said, seeming completely satisfied with his choice. He set his pack down on the padded bench at the foot of the bed, and Lyssa set hers on the carved armchair by her fireplace.

“What an interesting door,” he said, standing on the threshold between their rooms and inspecting the doe on his side.

“It’ll stay closed, of course,” Lyssa said.

“Of course,” he replied, then turned to regard her with a gaze far too piercing for her liking. “Explain something to me, Carnifex. If you hate money so much, why did you want to stay here, of all places?”

She stiffened. “That,” she said, “is none of your business.”

His gaze only sharpened, as if he were ready to cut into the meat of her, pull her apart, and examine her inner workings. “Fair enough. But your Hound-killing fee is certainly my business, and, as I am sure you will remember, it is quite substantial. Now that I have gotten to know you better, I find it hard to believe that you are charging me your typical rate.”

“Having second thoughts?” she teased.

“I do not begrudge you a single shilling,” he said. “But it is a hypocrisy I don’t understand.”

She shrugged. “Iron and steel aren’t free, Al.”

“They also don’t cost more than most people will ever see in a lifetime.”

Lyssa hesitated. She had thought she was done sharing anything of herself with Alderic, but the desire to confide in him was irritatingly persistent. Maybe if she told him this one small thing, it would ease the strain of keeping the rest of her locked away. “Overcharging the people who can afford it means doing jobs for free for those who can’t, without taking food out of our mouths,” she said. “If by some miracle the Beast doesn’t kill me, I’ll be able to help a lot of people with your money. And if I do end up in the ground afterwards, well … at least I’ll know Rags and Nadia will be okay without me.”

Alderic blinked at her, as if that were the last answer he had expected. “Why, Carnifex,” he said finally. “I hadn’t realized you were so … altruistic.” His tone was meant to belittle her, but there was something stricken in the way he was looking at her that he couldn’t quite hide. When he raked his fingers through his hair, his hand was trembling. “You know, a lot of people made you out to be a coldhearted shrew, but then you go and tell me things like that, or almost get yourself killed because a mermaid dared to hurt your dog, and I…” He stopped himself. Glared at her like she had gravely offended him. “It’s incredibly frustrating.”

“My sincerest apologies for disappointing you,” she offered, and he blew out a ragged breath that might have been a laugh. “I didn’t realize that my personality would be such a problem for you.”

“Neither did I.” He dug around in his coat pocket and tossed her a coin purse, fat and heavy in her hand. “There. Is that enough for your magic metals?”

She unclasped it and peered inside. The pouch was filled with gold coins of varying size—she could buy everything in the entire shop, and likely have plenty left over. But the wretched look on his face unnerved her, and she said, “I don’t know. You’d better come with me, just in case.”

Now he did laugh, but it was entirely without humor, as if he knew what she was doing and resented her for thinking he would fall for it. “I have business of my own to attend to tomorrow,” he said. “So you’ll just have to make do with what I gave you.”

“What business?”

“Drinking myself into oblivion.”

Sometimes his honesty was harder to bear than an obvious lie would have been. At least she could convince herself not to worry about him, if he lied. “And why is that on your schedule?”

“So that I can pretend the alcohol is the reason I can’t think of a single happy memory. So that I can get the image of you bleeding to death out of my head. So that I can forget to hate myself, for a little while.” He retreated into his room. “Good night, Carnifex.”

Before she could think of something to say, he shut the connecting door.

Lyssa stared at the stag carved into her side of it, trying to shake the unease that clouded her heart, trying to shake the feeling that she should under no circumstances let Alderic out of her sight tonight—or ever.

But he wanted the Beast dead as much as she did. He knew Lyssa needed him in order to complete the sword and find the creature’s lair. She was fairly certain he wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize their task, no matter how morose he got.

And after? her inner voice needled her. When you’re rotting in the ground beside your brother at long last, and Alderic has another victim to mourn? One he feels responsible for? What of him then?

The fear that took hold of her was so intense it scared her, and she shoved the thought away, as deep down as she could. She had never allowed herself to dwell on what she would be leaving behind, and she wasn’t about to start now.

The only thing that matters is revenge.

Maybe if she kept telling herself that, it would feel as true as it used to.






CHAPTER 
FIFTEEN
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THE ROOM WAS exactly as opulent as Lyssa had imagined it would be, when she and Eddie were children loitering outside the hotel’s gilded doors. There was an enormous feather bed with plenty of warm blankets, and a balcony that looked out over the teeming mass of Warham, gas lamps and electric lights dotting the night like fallen stars. The bathroom featured an elegant claw-footed tub and an array of scented salts that loosened Lyssa’s muscles almost as well as Ragnhild’s hot springs did, when sprinkled into the steaming water. She gulped down red wine that probably cost more than everything she had ever owned put together, and ate imported chocolates that she found in a silver box on the bedside table.

But despite being surrounded by luxury, she couldn’t relax. Being in this place felt pointless without her brother to share it with. She wished Brandy were here, rolling around on the thick rugs and leaving his dog-smell on the sheets. At least then she would’ve had someone to talk to.

She turned out the electric lights and flopped down on the bed, wrapping herself in the plush blankets. It was late, and she had to go to the Iron Lane in the morning. She really should try to sleep. But although her body was languid from the bath, her mind was racing. The equinox was so close, and they still had four items to gather, a sword to forge. Alderic still had to unearth his map from that disaster of a parlor—a parlor that might have Hound-wardens waiting inside of it, when they got back—and lead her to the Beast’s lair.

There was still so much that could go wrong.

Lyssa pushed the writhing tangle of anxieties away as best she could, and tried to think of some personal concerns to use for the sword, instead. If her mind wouldn’t let her sleep, at least she could put it to work.

The only thing she could come up with, after an hour of racking her brain, was that photograph her father had been carrying the day he’d bumped into her at the memorial park. It was from before Lyssa’s mother got sick—before everything went to shit. A time full of happy memories. But there was no way she was going to seek her father out and ask him for it, so she would have to come up with something else.

The problem was, she didn’t have anything else.

Lyssa hadn’t been there when they buried Eddie, hadn’t had the chance to claim anything from his body before they sealed his coffin and lowered it into the ground. She had nothing left of him, none of the talismans the other street kids kept to remind them of their beloved dead—an old dolly, a lock of hair, a button.

A button.

The memory was a kick to the chest, stealing the breath from her lungs and leaving her gasping in the dark. She had all but forgotten about it, shoved it down with everything else that hurt too much to remember. That time her brother had wasted a penny on a button the same shade of brown as their mother’s eyes and sewn it into the lining of his pocket so that no one could steal it from him. Lyssa had asked him what the point was, of buying something he couldn’t even look at, and he’d replied that he didn’t need to see it to feel that it was there.

Like Mam, he’d said. Like love.

A sob welled up inside of her, threatening to escape, so she curled on her side and clamped her lips closed, letting hot tears flow silently down her face instead. Because if she let a single howl breach the dam around her heart, Alderic might hear, and the last thing she wanted was for him to come barging into her room demanding to know why the Butcher, of all people, was crying by herself in the dark.

Except that a small, traitorous part of her wanted that more than anything. Wanted to confide in someone so that she could stop shoving her feelings down where no one else could see them, where they festered inside her like an infected wound unable to heal.

But she had tried that before, and look what it had gotten her: a sworn enemy bent on saving the very creature she wished to destroy.

And even if Alderic was nothing like Honoria, even if he understood what Lyssa was going through in a way the Hound-warden never had, sharing that part of herself with him wouldn’t matter. Not really. He couldn’t do anything about it, couldn’t take the pain away. Which meant there was no point in telling him, no point in risking that level of trust with someone again, even if he had shared his own pain with her.

Her grief was hers and hers alone, and she would have to bear it alone until the moment she plunged her sword into the Beast’s glyph.

The sword. Focus on the sword.

Personal concerns. Photographs and buttons and love.

Love on its own wouldn’t unmake the Beast. She needed something tangible. Something she could burn or melt and incorporate into the forging of the sword.

But what could she use, when she had nothing left?

Nadia’s mocking voice came back to her. You could make each other bracelets out of your own hair. Would a token of undying friendship help unravel the glyph, Rags?

Lyssa sucked in a sharp breath, frustration burning away as an idea began to take shape in her mind. Nadia had been joking, just trying to get a rise out of Lyssa, but what if she was onto something?

What if a personal concern didn’t have to come from only the victims that were killed by the Beast? Weren’t Lyssa and Alderic victims, in their own right? Their lives destroyed by the monster just as irrevocably? Lyssa had always felt like the old version of her had died alongside Eddie that night. Would a symbolic death hold the same weight as a literal one, for their purposes?

Maybe she could use an item of her own, instead of something of her brother’s. A token of undying friendship, like Nadia had teased. A symbol of love, of happiness.

What was something she loved, other than Eddie?

Brandy. He was her only friend these days, and the last remaining link to her past, to both her mother and her brother. He had lost Eddie, too, same as she had, which made him yet another victim of the Beast.

She could use his collar, maybe—he wouldn’t need it anymore, anyway, after she fought the Beast. Whether she lived or died, Brandy would stay in the Witch’s Wood for the rest of his unnaturally long life, chewing on his beef bones and splashing in the stream without pain. The thought of it made her happy, and hadn’t Rags said that happiness was crucial to the unmaking of the glyph?

Maybe it wasn’t as good as something of Eddie’s would have been, but it was the only thing Lyssa had to work with, and it would have to do.

She got up, padded over to where her pack still sat on one of the armchairs, and fished out her list of items, her stub of a pencil. Beside personal concerns she wrote Lyssa: Brandy’s collar.

With that settled, the rushing torrent of her thoughts eased a little. Alderic still had to come up with a personal concern and collect it, but at least they were one step closer than they had been before.

Lyssa crawled back into bed, flipping over her pillow because the tearstains soaking the silk were already getting cold. Sleep was still elusive, though—the room was too big, too quiet, too empty, and it put her on edge. She missed her bedroll in Alderic’s ridiculous daisy-patterned tent, where she had at least been able to fall asleep to the crackling of the fire, the sound of Alderic murmuring to Brandy on the other side of the canvas wall. She hadn’t been able to hear what he was saying, but it had lulled her into slumber all the same.



Lyssa woke far later than she had intended to, afternoon sunlight already slashing through the gap in the curtains. She still felt exhausted, her mind muzzy with half-remembered nightmares.

As she pulled on her clothes, she glanced at the connecting door separating her room from Alderic’s. Was he still asleep? Or awake and already drinking himself into oblivion? She hadn’t heard a peep from him since he had shut the door in her face the night before, and the realization sparked a coal of concern to light inside her that she couldn’t easily extinguish again.

She warred with herself for a moment, torn between her resolution to sever whatever bond had begun to form between them and a genuine concern for his well-being. But if he was the key to her success, as Ragnhild’s bones had suggested, it meant that she should probably check on him—for Beast-killing reasons.

She rapped her knuckles against the connecting door. “You awake, Al?”

There was no answer.

She pressed her ear to the door. No sounds inside, no hasty pulling on of pants, or shuffling out of bed, or hangover groan. She knocked again, sharper this time. “Alderic.”

Still no response.

That little coal of concern burned brighter. Lyssa undid the latch, turned the knob—he hadn’t bothered to lock it on his side—and flung the door open.

Alderic was draped across one of the room’s armchairs like a forgotten coat, his legs hooked over one plush arm and his neck braced against the other, his head leaned back and his long pale hair pooled on the rug like an iced-over waterfall. The white column of his throat was exposed, smooth as marble except for the jagged scar twisting around the middle like a pink pearl necklace. He was staring at the ceiling beam with a blank expression.

“Go away,” he said, without moving.

“What are you doing?” she asked, concern flaring into anger, because being angry meant not having to confront the fear that had gripped her a moment ago—fear that had absolutely nothing to do with the sword or the Beast. “Why didn’t you answer when I knocked?”

He lifted his head and glared at her. There were dark circles beneath his eyes, like he had been up all night. “What part of ‘go away’ did you not understand? I want to be left alone.”

“I was just—”

“I thought we agreed that we would not cross any more lines,” he snapped. “That door is a line and you have crossed it.”

“Fine. I’m sorry.” She backed out of his room and slammed the door. Braced her back against it and blew out a frustrated breath. “Asshole,” she said, hoping he heard her through the wood, but if he did there was no sign of it.

She grabbed the coin purse Alderic had given her and stalked out into the hotel hallway.



Warham was swarming with people, as it always was, the flow of foot traffic bracketed by fruit sellers and newspaper boys and wandering performers all vying for attention and coin. Usually, it brought Lyssa some measure of comfort—this was her home, after all, despite the bad memories rubbing elbows with the good—but today, prowling the streets by herself only darkened her mood. She would have given anything for Brandy to be by her side, or even—the Lady help her—a ruffle-shirted asshole with more money than sense, no matter how pissy he was today.

Because as much as she hated to admit it, she found herself missing the idiot whenever she passed a shop with particularly outrageous clothing displayed in the window.

When Lyssa finally got to the Chimera’s Tongue, she breathed in the familiar scents of iron and coal and clay while she waited for Shendra to finish up with another customer. The shop was one of the smallest on the Iron Lane, low-ceilinged and perpetually dark on account of the single sooty window facing the street, but what it lacked in aesthetic appeal, it more than made up for with its competitive prices, as well as the sheer volume of stuff Shendra had been able to cram into the miniscule square footage. The space was as cluttered as Alderic’s parlor and as difficult to maneuver, boasting almost everything a blacksmith would ever need—billets and bars, hammers, tongs, gloves. There was even an anvil shoved under one of the bow-legged tables near the counter. Shendra also regularly bought finished products made by her customers, for a fair price or for trade. Lyssa always came to the Chimera’s Tongue first when she had blades or talismans to sell.

When it was Lyssa’s turn to step up to the counter, though, the merchant winced.

“I’m sorry, Carnifex, but I sold out of all my Valdalian steel a few days ago,” she said before Lyssa could ask.

“You couldn’t have set a billet aside for me? You knew I needed some,” Lyssa said, frustrated despite having known this was a possibility. Shendra’s shipments of specialty items like Valdalian steel were smaller than those of the other shops on the Iron Lane, because of her ongoing storage issues. They weren’t as in-demand as iron or the cheaper Ibyrnikan steel, and she couldn’t afford to have them taking up space in her shop. That meant that when she did get a shipment in, she tended to sell out quickly—which often made it difficult for a customer like Lyssa, who couldn’t come back to check her stock day after day.

“You know I don’t allow holds,” Shendra replied, though her heavy brows bunched together with genuine regret. “First come, first serve.”

“You could let me pay you in advance, once in a while.”

“I don’t have the room to store things for you,” Shendra said, gesturing to indicate her shop, which looked ready to burst its seams. “Especially if I never know when you’re going to show up. Blowing in here on the wind after vanishing for months at a time. Besides, if I do it for you I’d have to do it for everyone, and I really don’t have the room for that.”

“I know, I know.” Lyssa picked at her lip. Valdalian steel was the best for her purposes—Ragnhild claimed that it held magic better than anything else they’d tried, and Lyssa had never cracked a blade during quenching, which was more than she could say for the cheaper Ibyrnikan stuff she had started out with. “Do you know when the next shipment is due?”

“Not for another month. But I hear Joren still has some—only shop with stock left, from what old Billsy told me.”

“Of course it’s the only shop with stock left,” Lyssa said with a scowl. “Joren charges three times as much as the rest of you do for the same steel. I don’t know how he manages to stay in business.”

Shendra snorted. “You know what they say about beggars and the luxury of choice. His storefront is the biggest, he has the most stock of the specialty stuff, and when the rest of us sell out of what you need, he can charge you whatever he wants and you’ll pay it.”

Lyssa hated that she was about to go do exactly that. It felt wrong on principle, even though she had someone else’s money in her pocket, this time.

She thanked Shendra and left the Chimera’s Tongue, walking down the length of the Iron Lane to the very last shop on the right-hand side. The Silver Shoe was twice the size of Shendra’s, with enormous windows displaying the latest—and most expensive—tools of the trade. Lyssa couldn’t remember the last time she had been inside. Joren was nice enough, but she simply couldn’t afford to buy from him when she was the one paying. Luckily, she had Alderic’s coin purse in her possession today.

It wasn’t Joren at the counter when she walked in, though, the little bell chiming her entrance. It was some puffed-up young rooster in a scarlet shirt and black waistcoat, the pathetic beginnings of a moustache oiled to within an inch of its life clinging to his upper lip.

“Hello, love,” he said by way of greeting as he walked around the counter—his pants were as obnoxious as his shirt—immediately sparking Lyssa’s frustration into fury. “What can I do for a fierce-looking filly like you today?”

“I need Valdalian steel,” she said through clenched teeth. “Shendra said you—”

“Valdalian steel?” he interrupted. “How very much like a woman.” When Lyssa only glared at him in response, he said, “Valdalian is pretty, I’ll grant you that, but if you want quality metal you should really try Niadosian. Have you ever heard of it?”

“I did not care for Niadosian,” Lyssa said slowly, doing her best to keep her temper in check. “I would like—”

“Are you certain you worked it correctly?” the boy asked, giving her a supercilious smile that all but signed his death certificate. “I’ve never had trouble with it. Maybe you should—”

“Listen to me, you little shit,” Lyssa spat, her anger ratcheting up to a level she would not be able to control for much longer. “I need Valdalian steel, and I have the money to pay your ridiculous prices for it. Are you going to sell it to me, or not?”

“No,” the rooster said, drawing himself up to his full height—several inches shorter than Lyssa—and pinching one end of his patchy mustache. “I don’t think I will. Not if you’re going to talk to me like that. My father is the owner of this establishment, and I think I can safely speak for him when I say that we do not want or need your business.”

If Lyssa didn’t punch him soon, she was going to burst a blood vessel in her brain. “I need that steel.”

“Then you’re going to have to get it somewhere else.”

“There is nowhere else. That’s the only reason I’m even in this shop to begin with.”

The boy smirked. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you decided to be rude to me.”

Lyssa found herself closing the distance between them in a few quick strides. Found herself backing him against the counter as he scrambled to get away from her. Found herself glaring down at his now-panicked face. Gone was the arrogant attitude, the condescending sneer.

She flexed her fingers. It would be so easy to teach him a lesson.

But then he held up his hands in surrender, stammering something unintelligible, and the jaunty scarlet of his shirtsleeves snapped her out of the blinding rage that had all but consumed her. There was a pattern of roses sewn across his cuffs in a slightly darker shade of red than the shirt itself.

Alderic would have loved it.

The thought of him plunged the glowing heat of her anger into the cooling waters of shame. She had resented his assumption that she would punch the hotel clerk over her wardrobe, and yet here she was, not a day later, proving that assumption correct. Letting her anger overpower her without a thought to the consequences.

The polished wood floor creaked, and Lyssa looked up to find Joren coming out of the back room. “Is there a problem, here, Otho?” he asked the boy, though his eyes were on her.

“N-no,” Otho stuttered as Lyssa drew back from him.

“Actually, there is,” she said. The thought of Alderic, and how he might handle the situation, had given her an idea. “Your boy here doesn’t seem to want to take my gold.”

“Gold?” father and son said in unison, and the look Joren gave Otho could have set ice aflame.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out Alderic’s coin purse, jingling it in her hand. “Here I am with money from a rich employer who doesn’t bother to keep track of the coin he gives me, and Otho here seems more interested in showing off than selling me something. He’s recommending cheaper steel than what I came in for, by the way. Not sure what you’ve been teaching your whelp, Joren, but even I—a lowly woman with no head for business—know that’s just stupid.”

“I apologize for my son,” Joren said, as Otho wilted—shoulders, spine, and moustache drooping under the weight of his father’s scorn. “I would be glad to serve you, my lady. What can I get for you?”

“One billet of Valdalian steel, please,” Lyssa said, rattling off the length and thickness of the metal she required. As she did, she opened the purse and held up a coin to the light, pretending to inspect it. Far too large for her purchase. That much would be clear all the way across the room, to anyone who knew their coins—as Joren undoubtedly did. She put it back.

“Just the one?” he asked, watching the flash of gold disappear with the kind of look a hawk gives a mouse that has escaped its talons.

“Just the one,” Lyssa confirmed. She had iron aplenty in the smithy for the sword’s quillons, and just needed enough good steel for the blade itself. But he didn’t need to know that. “I’ll take the rest of my list to a shop that doesn’t seem to get off on insulting its customers.”

Joren snapped at Otho to go get the billet, turning back to Lyssa and putting a solemn hand over his heart once the boy had hurried off. “What you experienced today is not indicative of how we typically run our business. If you allow me the opportunity to serve you again in the future, I promise that I will see to your needs personally, and with the utmost respect.”

“You should be so lucky.” Lyssa made a show of trying to find a coin small enough for her billet, finally digging out the tiniest coin in the purse—worth twice what even Joren was charging. She handed it to him, and he sighed.

“Let me get you your change,” he said, as his son appeared with her purchase, holding it out to Lyssa on his palms like a squire offering his lord a sword.

“Keep it,” she told Joren, taking the billet and inspecting it to make sure it was the right kind, the right length and thickness. “Use the rest to hire someone who knows what he’s talking about.”

Otho flushed as scarlet as his shirt.

The shop door hadn’t even closed behind her before Joren started shouting at his son.

Lyssa whistled as she left the Iron Lane, her Valdalian steel billet resting on one shoulder, like a chimney sweep with his broom.

She could see why Alderic preferred to wield money and words like a weapon. They could cut as cleanly as any knife, and were far less messy.



The sky was already bruising with the beginnings of dusk by the time she rounded the corner and started up Garnet Street, toward the Plaza Alstroemeria. Her stomach was growling loud enough for the street-sellers to call out to her, specifically. Hunger like that can only be satisfied by my pasties! She had forgotten to eat breakfast—or lunch, really, given how late she had slept—intent on getting to Shendra’s. Now she was starving, but as good as a cup of hot eels sounded, she wanted to see if Alderic felt like getting dinner with her in the hotel’s lavish restaurant, instead. She wanted to tell him what had happened at Joren’s, and to make sure he’d put more into his stomach than just alcohol all day.

As she approached the Plaza’s gilded doors, a gorgeous woman with flaming red curls emerged from them, tossing a radiant smile to the besotted doorman. Lyssa couldn’t blame the poor fool for gaping at her—she was wearing a gown with a neckline so shocking that for once the snobby hotel guests were turning their dirty looks on someone besides Lyssa in her rumpled menswear.

Then the woman turned her face in Lyssa’s direction, and the two of them locked eyes.

It was Honoria.

“Hello, Carnifex,” the Hound-warden said.






CHAPTER 
SIXTEEN
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LYSSA TENSED AS Honoria took a few steps toward her, her heeled shoes clacking on the sidewalk. She didn’t close the distance between them completely, stopping just out of reach—near enough to converse, far enough that Lyssa couldn’t stab her with one of the blades hidden in her boot without throwing it.

“Let me guess. A sword?” the leader of the Hound-wardens said, nodding at the billet in Lyssa’s hands. In its raw form it was shorter than the finished blade would be, of course, but Honoria had been Ragnhild’s blacksmith before Lyssa. Knew at a glance what the metal would likely be when Lyssa was through with it, by size and shape alone. “It would certainly make sense, given how personal this one is to you. Swords are so … intimate, aren’t they?” She didn’t have her own sword strapped to her side today, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have an array of knives hidden somewhere on her.

Lyssa didn’t answer. The crowd parted around them like they were rocks in a stream, and she couldn’t help but feel grateful for the presence of so many people. The Hound-warden couldn’t attack with this many witnesses around, this many obstacles keeping her from a clean escape.

Although … in that dress, it didn’t look like Honoria was here to attack anyone. Lyssa’s eyes skated over it, snagging on the creamy swell of cleavage, the way it hugged the waist and flared out at the hips. A dress like that was meant for seduction. For teasing secrets out of drunk noblemen too deep in their cups to realize what they were saying until it was too late.

Secrets about a certain monster’s whereabouts, maybe.

Lyssa scowled, wishing she could draw her own knife or pistol without also drawing unwanted attention. If she got herself arrested, she would spend days she couldn’t spare cooling her heels in a prison cell.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, though she had a sick feeling in her stomach that she had just figured out the answer. “Why aren’t you in Bleakhaven?”

The corner of the Hound-warden’s painted lips curved into a smile. “I wanted to see whether Alderic has had a change of heart about hiring you.”

“Must have been a dull conversation, given the fact that you can barely string two words together without your mistress’s collar choking you,” Lyssa sneered.

The Hound-warden’s smile deepened. “I don’t need to speak in order to be persuasive. You, of all people, should know that.”

Lyssa forced herself to grin back, all teeth and malice, despite the sharp knife of fear in her gut. “Is that why you showed up here dressed like an expensive whore instead of putting a knife to his throat?”

“Knives don’t always work on men like Alderic. But unlike you, I have other tools in my arsenal besides violence.”

“And did it work? Did you manage to … persuade him?” Lyssa hated that she could hear the waver of uncertainty in her own voice, no matter how hard she’d tried to keep it steady. If Alderic had given this bitch anything she could use …

Honoria smirked, crossing her arms in a way that served to highlight the other tools in her arsenal. “You’ll have to wait and see, won’t you?”

Lyssa took a step forward, baring her teeth. “I want you to listen to me very carefully, Honey. I don’t give a shit about your little agenda, or whatever it is you’re doing with the Hounds. You can keep the Creightonville Horror, for all I care. But the Beast of Buxton Fields is mine, and if you try to steal it out from under me, I will kill you.”

“You’ve threatened my life before,” Honoria reminded her, looking her up and down in a way that felt like being flayed alive, “and yet here we are.”

“Then I’ll make you a different promise,” Lyssa hissed, furious at the heat spreading over her face at the clear evidence of her own weakness: that she hadn’t put Honoria in the ground yet. “One you can be certain I’ll keep. If I get to the Beast’s lair and find that the monster is not at home, I will do everything within my power to hunt down your faerie mistress and slaughter her in front of you. And, once her head is mounted on the wall above my bed, I will find and slay the Hounds you have stolen from me, including the Beast. Everything you have worked towards since you walked out of the Witch’s Wood for the last time will have been for nothing, and when I am finished with you, you will be less than nothing.”

Honoria’s smile faded. “Then I’ll just have to make sure you don’t get to the Beast’s lair, won’t I?” She tilted her head. “Has our dear Alderic told you how to find it yet?”

Lyssa tried to keep her face impassive, but the Hound-warden seemed to see right through her.

“You don’t know anything, do you?” she said, sounding delighted. “But that’s not the only reason you’re dragging him around with you everywhere you go.”

Lyssa could feel the blood leave her face. “How did you know—”

“Magic,” Honoria said, looking like she was truly enjoying Lyssa’s consternation. “If you’d had any say in the matter, you would have left him at Ragnhild’s cottage, safe and sound, while you gathered the ingredients for your weapon. The Lyssa I know wouldn’t suffer a fool like that unless—”

“He’s not a fool,” Lyssa snapped, then cursed herself when Honoria raised one perfect ginger eyebrow. No need to give the bitch any more ammunition than she already had.

But Honoria didn’t comment on it. Instead, she said, “You clearly didn’t have a choice, though. Which means that you must need him to contribute his own ingredients, in order for the weapon to be powerful enough to kill the Beast. Without Alderic, this whole thing comes crashing down.”

Lyssa tightened her grip on her steel billet, ready to swing it at the Hound-warden’s head, crowd full of witnesses be damned. “If you hurt him, I’ll—”

“Kill me. So you’ve said.” She didn’t seem intimidated in the slightest. Was smiling like she had already won.

And no wonder. She knew something that could prove very, very dangerous—that without Alderic, Lyssa wouldn’t be able to forge a sword powerful enough to finish the job. Wouldn’t even be able to find the Beast, let alone kill it.

But did Honoria know where to look for the monster?

What, exactly, had she persuaded Alderic into telling her?

“I am so glad we bumped into each other,” the Hound-warden said. “I really must be going now, but I’m looking forward to seeing you again, Carnifex. Let’s make it sooner rather than later.”

And with that, she turned and walked away, tossing her curls over her shoulder as the crowd swallowed her up.

As soon as Honoria was gone, Lyssa stormed into the Plaza, ignoring the doorman’s startled shout as she shoved her way past him, wrenching the door open by herself. The slow grinding rise of the mechanical lift only sharpened her fury, her fear, and by the time it let her out onto the top floor, she was ready to punch something.

She tried the door to Alderic’s suite first, but it was locked. Lyssa fumbled with her key, unlocked the door to her own suite, tossed her steel billet onto one of the armchairs, and flung open the connecting door.

Alderic’s room was empty.

There were clothes strewn all over the bed, and she found his pack open and lying on its side on the floor beside it. She checked the sitting room, the closets, the bathroom …

He was gone.

Did he leave on his own? Or …

Or had Honoria been a distraction for Lyssa, while some other Hound-warden kidnapped Alderic?

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Lyssa sprinted from the room, running down the stairs rather than bothering with the mechanical lift again. She was breathless by the time she got to the front desk. The clerk from the night before was there; a look of disgust flitted over his face at the sight of her, though he quickly smoothed it into a mask of professionalism.

“How may I assist you?” he asked.

“Have you seen my companion?” she gasped. “Long blond hair—”

“Mr. de Laurent is currently enjoying himself in our lounge,” the clerk said, gesturing toward a glass door with PLAZA LOUNGE painted on it in gold letters.

Lyssa crossed the lobby and flung open the door, ignoring the dirty looks the other patrons lobbed at her as she loped inside, eyes darting across the tables, couches, and divans arrayed around the lavish room. The air glittered with reflected light from the three crystal chandeliers suspended from the ceiling, twinkling off glasses and silverware, making it hard for her to see.

Finally, she spotted a column of ice-blond hair at one of the tables near the glossy black-marble bar at the far end. Sure enough, it was Alderic, attracting scandalized glances of his own—he was swaying like he was trying to keep his balance on a storm-tossed ship instead of being seated in a velvet-cushioned chair, and when he tried to prop his elbow on the table, he missed and almost smacked his chin on it instead. He looked half a drink away from passing out on the hand-painted tile floor, but seemed otherwise unharmed.

Thank the Blessed Lady.

Lyssa plopped down in the empty velvet chair across from his. There were half a dozen empty glasses lined up beside his plate, and he looked like he was about to throw up.

“I hear you and Honoria had a little chat while I was gone,” she said, glaring around at the other patrons until they turned back to their meals. She didn’t see any obvious Hound-wardens in their midst, but it was hard to tell sometimes. Many of their geas-marks were hidden beneath clothing, and rich city-goers typically thought it too provincial—and embarrassingly superstitious—to wear iron talismans, even after the incident at Buxton Fields. All of the victims had been low-class, after all. “What did you two talk about?” Lyssa kept her tone light, but inside she was seething.

When Alderic only blinked at her, struggling against the tide of overpriced cocktails trying to drag him under the table, she snapped her fingers in his face. “Wake up.”

He flinched, and met her stare with glassy eyes. “She wants me to un-hire you, and join the Hound-wardens instead,” he slurred.

“And what did you tell her?”

“I told her to fuck off.”

It was always so strange to hear expletives come out of his mouth. “In a polite way, I’m sure,” she said.

“No,” he said, shaking his head so hard that the ends of his hair landed in the sauce on his plate. “I believe my exact words were: fuck off.”

“And you didn’t tell her anything that might … compromise our endeavors?” she asked. “Like where to find the Beast, or the map that would lead her straight to it?”

He scowled. “Why would I?”

Lyssa let out a long breath, shaky with relief and the last vestiges of adrenaline. So, Honoria was as clueless as Lyssa was. It didn’t make her any less of a threat, especially given what she knew, but at least she wouldn’t be able to go steal the Beast out from under them while they finished gathering ingredients for the sword. “Well, that’s good. Most men would have seen that dress and—”

“I thought you would have figured out by now that I am not most men,” Alderic said. His eyes blazed with anger, and it seemed to burn off a little of the alcohol; he managed not to slur a single word. “The Beast took everything from me, and you expect me to change my mind because of some cleavage?”

She tried to crush the little tendril of affection she felt at his words, and failed. “Forgive me for doubting you.”

“What are you doing here, anyway?” he snapped.

“Looking for you. You weren’t in your room.”

“I needed a change of scenery.”

“Ah,” she said, as if his desire to relocate hadn’t caused her a moment of intense panic. “Did you spend any time at all thinking of your personal concern today, or were you entirely focused on getting drunk?”

“I didn’t get drunk until I came down here,” he said defensively.

She picked up Alderic’s abandoned fork and helped herself to some of the blackened salmon still left on his plate. “Then what were you doing earlier?”

“Wallowing.”

She froze with the fork halfway to her mouth. “Wallowing?”

“You know, lying around and feeling sorry for myself? Don’t tell me you’ve never wallowed.”

“Why were you feeling sorry for yourself?”

He looked down at his plate. “I have spent days trying to figure out a single personal concern, and have come to the stark realization that of all of the things crammed into my stupid manor, I have nothing that holds any real value to me anymore. It made me feel incredibly sad and lonely—hence the wallowing.”

Her throat tightened. “Then why did you tell me to go away? You said you wanted to be left alone.” She refused to admit to him that she had been lonely, too.

“Wanted was perhaps not the correct choice of words,” he said lightly. “I should have said needed.”

“Okay,” she said, drawing out the word as she struggled to understand what he was saying. “Then why did you need to be alone?”

He heaved a sigh and ran both hands over his face. When he dropped them back into his lap, he glared at her. “Because I’m starting to wonder whether I’ll be able to go through with all of this. It has been so long since I’ve cared about anyone, and for that to end so abruptly—” He stopped himself. Took a swig of his drink while Lyssa stared at him in stunned silence. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I … I’m a little intoxicated.”

“I can see that.” She didn’t know what else to say. She remembered the shock on his face when she had told him that she didn’t expect to survive her encounter with the Beast. Had it really shaken him so much that he might not want her to fight it at all? He had just scolded Lyssa for thinking that Honoria could have changed his mind, given everything the Beast had taken from him, and yet he was getting cold feet because of her? “I appreciate that you’re worried about me, but there’s no way I’m going to stop now.”

“I know, Carnifex,” he said with a wobbly smile. “That’s why I hired you.”

And to her horror, he started to cry.

“Okay,” she said gently, “I think you’ve had enough.” She finished the dregs of his drink, gagging at how strong it was, and helped him to his feet. The waiter rushed over, and she said, “Put it on his tab—the Queen’s Suite.”

Then she helped Alderic out of the restaurant and into the lift.

“This is the second time this week I’ve had to lug you around,” she said wryly.

“Well, I won’t be a burden on you for much longer,” he said, solemn as a promise. “Soon this will all be over and you’ll be free of me forever.”

His words sparked a flare of fear inside of her.

“You aren’t a burden,” she said sharply, thinking of the scars on his wrists, his neck. The idea that he might be planning to try again once the Beast was dead made her feel sick. “And I don’t want to be free of you, you idiot.”

He blinked at her. “Really?”

“Really.” And maybe it was because he was drunk and she knew he might not remember it—knew she could pretend it had never happened, even if he did—she squeezed him around the waist and said, “I was lonely today, too. I … well. I missed you.”

He put his head on her shoulder, and she let him keep it there.

When they reached the top floor, Lyssa helped Alderic into his bed, then let herself into her own room through the connecting door. She paced for a while before she gave in and went back to the Queen’s Suite, settling herself on the bench at the foot of Alderic’s bed.



She tried to turn over in her sleep and woke with a start at the jolt of pain it produced.

“Ow,” she moaned, and sat up. She had been curled up on the bench at the foot of Alderic’s bed all night, and it had tweaked something in her neck.

“Great. You’re up. Now you can explain what you’re doing in my room,” Alderic said stiffly. He had a half dozen outfits spread out on the bed, but he stopped what he was doing to cross his arms and look down his nose at her, his expression pinched.

She winced. “How much do you remember about last night?”

“Last night?” He eyed her warily, then started folding his clothes, as if to give himself something to do with his hands. “I … remember that woman sitting down at my table when I was already swimming in alcohol,” he told her. “The redheaded Hound-warden. But I don’t remember what she wanted or what happened after that, though I have a vague recollection of her leaving and … you showing up right after?” His eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t hurt her, did you?”

“No,” Lyssa said, and his shoulders sagged with relief. She felt her own bud of relief unfurl that he hadn’t remembered anything else, coupled with a strange sense of disappointment.

“What happened, then? Why did you sleep in here?” Alderic asked.

“You were really drunk. I was afraid you’d slip and snap your neck if you got up looking for the bathroom in the dark, so I stayed in here in case you needed help,” she lied.

“That wasn’t necessary,” he said. “I recover from alcohol quicker than most people.”

“Yeah. I forgot. Good metabolism.” He certainly didn’t seem hungover at all, despite how drunk he had been. “What are you doing?” she asked as he started putting his folded clothes into his pack.

“We need to be out of here in an hour.”

“Shit. I’d better get my things.” She paused on the threshold between her room and his. “Thanks for the fancy room, Al.”

His gave her a thin smile. “Everyone could use a little pampering before they die.”






CHAPTER 
SEVENTEEN
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“AH,” ALDERIC SAID as they entered the Buxton Fields Memorial Park. “Grave dirt from one of the most recent victims. Good thinking.”

Lyssa didn’t respond. She crossed the lawn, forgoing the winding walking paths to make straight for her brother’s grave.

“Edmund Cadogan the second,” Alderic read aloud from the headstone, and Lyssa gritted her teeth, biting back a sharp retort. His name was Eddie. It wasn’t Alderic’s fault that he didn’t know, and he didn’t deserve her anger.

As she sank to her knees in the grass and took the little garden trowel and ceramic jar out of her pack, both of them etched with Ragnhild’s spells, Alderic brushed his fingers over the carved dates below Eddie’s name, his expression heavy with sadness. “He was so young, wasn’t he?”

“Most of them were.” She heaved a sigh, and ran one hand over the grass—the hand with her oath cut into her palm. “I’m sorry,” she muttered to her brother. “This is for a good cause, I promise.”

“I’m sure he would understand,” Alderic said, reaching down to squeeze her shoulder. She tensed, but didn’t pull away from him, and when he took his hand away, she was almost sorry it was gone.

The two of them looked up at the sky. Night was just taking hold, and the only light came from the gas lamps spaced at intervals along the walking paths. Normally the old man who tended to the park would have shooed everyone off the grounds by now, so that he could close and lock the gates, but Alderic had paid him handsomely to give them an extra hour.

“Okay,” Lyssa said, lifting the trowel. “Here we go.” Her hand was shaking. For some reason the idea of digging into Eddie’s grave—even a little, even for this—made her feel sick to her stomach. But she had no other choice. This dirt would be his killer’s undoing. A good cause, indeed. And Alderic was right. Eddie would understand.

She plunged the trowel into the grass and scooped out some dirt, shoving it into the spelled jar.

“What are you doing?” a sharp voice said from behind her. Lyssa stiffened, and turned to find her father striding quickly across the lawn toward them.

“Shit,” she said at the same time Alderic muttered, “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

“Why are you even here?” Lyssa said. “I thought I told you never to speak to me again.”

“I happened to be walking by and noticed that the gate was still open,” her father said, his eyes sweeping over her—he seemed to be taking in the trowel, the hole in the grass, the jar beside Lyssa, and whatever he thought was happening, it made his face cloud over with anger. “A Resurrectionist, Lyssa? Really? You know they’ll hang you for that.”

“I’m not a body-snatcher,” she spat. “They rob fresh graves, you idiot.” But he wasn’t listening.

“All of the graves in Warham you could have chosen, and you decided to dig up your own brother? What is wrong with you?”

“Brother?” Alderic said, looking between them. He sounded alarmed. “But … but I thought your last name was Carnifex.”

“It is now,” Lyssa snapped. She turned back to her task. Jammed the trowel into the grass again and dug out more dirt.

“Stop doing that,” her father said, and when she ignored him, shoving one final scoop into the jar before closing the lid, he grabbed her roughly by the arm, trying to haul her away from the grave. “I said stop!”

Instinct kicked in the moment he touched her. Her mind went red and she slashed out viciously with the trowel. The sharp metal point bit into flesh and her father gasped, thudding to the grass.

Lyssa scrambled to her feet, breathing hard, the trowel still clutched in one hand. Guilt twisted in her belly at the sight of her father sprawled on the ground, blood welling between his fingers as he tried to put pressure on the gash in his thigh. He would need stitches—a lot of them, and soon—but it looked like she had missed the artery, at least.

For all the times she had imagined hurting him, it didn’t feel the way she thought it would. Especially not with Alderic standing there, looking at her like she was a monster.

“You stabbed him,” he breathed.

“He’ll live,” Lyssa said, snatching up the jar of dirt, angry with herself for caring what some buffoon in lace thought of her. “It’s more than he deserves.”

“Blessed Lady,” her father panted, his face pale in the glow of the gas lamps. He looked up at her, his expression a mixture of disgust and horror. “What would your mother think of—”

“Don’t you dare try to use her memory against me,” Lyssa snarled at him. “She would have hated you for what you did to us.”

He didn’t seem to hear her. “If you’re in some sort of trouble, you should have just come to me, instead of … of resorting to this.”

The words left her spluttering and speechless for a moment. And then the red-hot rage returned, devouring whatever guilt and regret she had felt a few moments ago. She closed the distance between them until she was looming over him—it was satisfying, the way he shrank from her, his eyes wide with fear.

“I should have come to you?” she said, resisting the urge to grind the toe of her boot into the gaping wound in his thigh. To break him the way he had broken her, and leave him draped over Eddie’s grave like an offering. If Alderic hadn’t been here, she might have. “The man who abandoned his children when they needed him the most? The man who fled the country to get away from his debts, leaving his son and daughter to fend for themselves? That man? That’s the one I should have gone to with my troubles?”

“Lyssa,” her father said. His voice and face had both gone soft with sorrow. “I didn’t know what else to do. I thought it would be better for you both if I—”

“I don’t have time for this horseshit.”

“Lyssa, please,” her father begged, trying to stand and sinking back onto the grass with a yelp of pain. “Please don’t leave me here.”

“It doesn’t feel good to be forsaken by your own flesh and blood, does it? But don’t worry. The groundskeeper will find you soon enough,” she told him. “You won’t be stuck out here in the cold, like we were.”

“I’ll tell him who stabbed me,” her father warned. “I’ll tell him what you were up to when I found you. You know what they do to body snatchers. You won’t be able to show your face in Warham without—”

“Threaten me again and I’ll put a bullet in your brain,” she spat, which finally shut him up. “Come on,” she barked at Alderic, and stormed away across the grass toward the wall at the back of the park where it was easiest to draw a Door.

“You stabbed him,” Alderic said again, looking back over his shoulder. The headstones and monuments obscured their view of Lyssa’s father, but she heard him call her name a few more times.

“Yes, we’ve established that,” she snapped as she shoved the jar of dirt and the trowel into her pack. She got out her chalk and slashed three lines across the wall, scribbled a furious circle for the knob.

When she knocked, the glow of the chalk lines limned Alderic’s face in magic light. He looked queasy, his eyes haunted, and when Lyssa grabbed his hand he flinched.

“Why—” he started, but then the Door opened, and Lyssa hauled him through.



It was pouring rain, though the Gate had spit them out in a simple stone structure with three walls and a bench, where someone might sit and gaze out at the gravestones beyond.

“Why didn’t you tell me that Edmund Cadogan was your brother?” Alderic asked the moment they emerged.

Lyssa wrenched her hand out of his and barked, “Don’t say his name like you knew it before reading it on that headstone.”

“I do know it,” Alderic insisted, and for some reason, he seemed distraught. “I paid for that headstone—I paid for all of those headstones, like I’ve done for every one of the Beast’s victims. And I paid for your brother’s burial, too, since there was no one else to do it.”

“Fuck you,” she growled, staggering back a step, the words like an arrow in her heart.

Alderic’s face softened. “Lyssa—”

“We don’t have time for this!” she shouted. “We have to get your coffin nails before the sun rises!” It was hard to tell how much time they had left, thanks to the rain. They had spent longer than they should have at Eddie’s grave, and there was no way to know how many minutes or hours had passed while they went through the Gate.

Alderic glowered at her. “Fine. But afterwards, you’re going to tell me everything.”

“The Beast killed my brother,” she said, her throat tightening around the words she had been wanting to tell him for days now. “What else is there to say?”

“I don’t know,” he snapped. “Maybe why you kept it from me this entire time?”

“Because there was no point in telling you!” she screamed at him, her hands curling into fists. “What good would it have done, Alderic? Spilling your secrets to me didn’t make you hate yourself any less, so don’t pretend like knowing mine would have made a fucking difference.” She stomped out into the rain without waiting for him to reply, swearing as she tripped over something in the dark. “Let’s go,” she urged, when she realized that Alderic wasn’t following her. She turned to find him hunched over the bench, fumbling with his lantern. For some reason, his hands were shaking, and his matches kept going out.

“Give me a second,” he said, sounding close to tears.

She growled in frustration and stalked back to him, snatching the lantern and matchbox out of his hands. “I told you, we don’t have time to fuck around.”

“I know you’re upset about what just happened,” he said as she struck a match, “but taking it out on me isn’t going to help, and we need to be able to see where we’re going.” The wick flared to life, lighting his face eerily from below.

He took the lantern back from her and held it up while he peered through the rain at the stone structures dotting the grounds. There was a large temple in the center, flanked by a few smaller mausoleums.

“Which one?” she demanded, and he sighed.

“This way.” He set off into the storm. The lantern light was protected from the weather by its casing, but it hissed and steamed faintly as raindrops pattered against the glass.

Together, they wove through the headstones until they came to the temple proper. Lyssa had been here only once before, hunting a grindylow that had killed a few of the priestesses who had gone to a nearby river to fetch water.

She followed Alderic up the stone steps, willing her legs to stop shaking, willing her heart to stop trying to punch through her chest. Everything was laid bare now, and she felt raw and rattled—and yet strangely relieved that he knew.

There was no door to keep them out of the temple, only a line of stone columns, each carved into an aspect of the Lady. Lyssa brushed her fingers over the tip of Ungharad’s sword as they passed, saying a silent prayer to the vengeful manifestation of Ibyrnika’s primary goddess.

Alderic rang a bell hanging from an iron hook at the entrance, and a priestess hurried out of the inner sanctum to meet them. Her hair was rumpled and dried drool crusted her cheek, as if they had woken her.

“It is late,” she admonished, wrapping her robes more tightly around herself, but her thick eyebrows shot up in surprise when she saw Alderic, and she bowed her head. “Lord de Laurent. My apologies. We weren’t expecting you.”

“I didn’t know I would be coming, until recently. There was no time to send a letter ahead,” he said, bowing his head to her in return. “I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour, Elena, but I need to pay my respects.”

“Of course, my lord.” She bowed her head again, and Lyssa looked between them, a strange sensation creeping over her, like the Alderic she was starting to feel like she knew was only a facet of the man standing in front of her, like Ungharad was only one facet of the goddess.

The two of them followed the priestess into the inner sanctum, where she handed Alderic one of the flaming torches ensconced on the stone wall before unlocking a door carved with the visage of Anfalad—the goddess in Her aspect of Death itself.

“Will your … guest … wait up here?” the priestess asked, looking at Lyssa with a wary expression.

Alderic seemed conflicted. “She can do as she pleases,” he said finally, his tone curt, his glance cutting. “She always does, no matter how it might affect anyone else.”

She glared back at him, annoyed by how much that had stung.

Part of her wanted to stay aboveground, to find the altar to Ungharad and pray until her anger receded to a more manageable level and she was left with a clearer head. But Alderic might need help getting the coffin nails they had come for, and she didn’t particularly like the idea of letting him out of her sight, even if he was angry with her.

“I’ll go with you,” she told him.

The priestess looked like she had an opinion about that, but held her tongue. She handed Lyssa a torch of her own, and held the door for them while they crossed the threshold. As they started down the winding stone steps, the door grated shut, and if it hadn’t been for the torches, they would have been in a darkness so complete their eyes would never have adjusted to it.

Lyssa shuddered. “What was all that about?” she asked, to take her mind off the narrow passage, the weight of the stone above her head. “My lord this, my lord that. She acted like you own the place.”

“I do.”

She almost slipped on the steps. “You do?”

“Sort of. This temple has belonged to my family for centuries,” Alderic said without turning to look at her. “Our entire line is buried here, and when I finally die, I’ll be buried here, too.”

The word “finally” made her breath hitch. “Okay, Lord de Laurent, Mr. Important,” Lyssa grumbled, a desperate urge to make him laugh surging through her, but his body only tensed, and he didn’t respond.

The stairs let out into an enormous crypt, the lengths of which disappeared into the darkness beyond their torches. Lyssa tilted her head back to look at the stone arches as they passed beneath them, marveling at the painted frescoes and elaborate mosaics depicting the deceased. Many of them had the same ice-blond hair as Alderic, the same storm-blue eyes and elegant nose.

“Is there some sort of special tool I need to use, to remove the nails?” Alderic asked her stiffly, and Lyssa handed him her torch before slinging her pack off her shoulders. She crouched to rummage through it and dug out a hammer inscribed with spells, along with another jar. She had only ever used the hammer once before for coffin nails, but she always brought it with her just in case.

Alderic handed Lyssa back her torch wordlessly and tucked the hammer and jar into his own pack before taking off again.

The niches in the first few sections of the crypt were filled with intricately carved stone sarcophagi, but as they went deeper, they were more often populated by painted wooden coffins. Still beautiful in their own right, but far more rudimentary. The frescoes on the walls seemed older there, too, the paint flaking off in large sections.

Lyssa stooped to inspect the date on one of the coffins nearby. “This one is almost two hundred years old.” She frowned up at him. “I thought you were going to use your brother’s.”

“I am.”

“Why is it all the way back here?”

Alderic stopped and studied her, his expression unreadable. “I changed my mind. I want to do this alone.”

She stood, dusting off her hands. “Why?”

“Go back up to the temple. Tell Elena I won’t be much longer.”

“Al—”

“I don’t know what possessed me, allowing you down here. It seems I still can’t shake the urge to share more of myself with you than is strictly necessary.” A look of disgust passed over his face, but she didn’t know if it was directed at her, or himself. “At least now I know why it feels like we have some sort of connection—we both lost brothers to the Beast. I’m just sorry you find me so unworthy of your trust that you felt the need to hide it from me.”

She stared at him. She didn’t know whether to be angry—she didn’t owe him her secrets, no matter what he had chosen to reveal to her—or ashamed that she had been so reticent, in the face of his honesty, his trust in her.

How could she explain how much it terrified her, to get close to anyone again? How could she put into words how much she wanted to confide in him—but that trusting someone felt like putting all of her weight on a bridge she wasn’t sure would hold?

After the silence became unbearable, he turned and walked away from her.

“Alderic,” she called after him. He stiffened, but didn’t turn around. “I wanted to tell you. I almost did, a hundred times. I’m sorry I couldn’t.”

It wasn’t enough. He continued walking without a word, until the crypt swallowed him up, leaving Lyssa alone.



Alderic came back an eternity later, the spelled jar rattling in his hand as he walked. He looked upset, and Lyssa knew it had been hard for him, prying those nails out of his brother’s coffin. She wished that she had been there with him—for him—and was hurt that he hadn’t wanted her to be.

Not that she could blame him.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I told you to go back up to the temple,” he said, though he sounded more exhausted than angry.

“I didn’t want to leave you down here alone.”

He took off his pack and tucked the jar carefully inside. “All we have left are the personal concerns?” he asked, and she nodded. “Do you know what you’re going to use?”

She hesitated. “Brandy’s collar.”

Alderic frowned. “I thought personal concerns had to relate to a Hound’s victims in some way.”

“They do,” Lyssa said. “But … I was thinking … the Beast destroyed our lives. Yours and mine. That makes us victims, too, doesn’t it? Which means any item that represents happiness or love to us should work.”

The little furrow between his brows deepened. “Be that as it may, I think something of your brother’s would be a stronger choice.”

“I don’t have anything left of his,” she said, hating the lump that formed in her throat at the admission.

“Does your father?”

She scowled. “I am not going to—”

“He does, doesn’t he?”

“A photograph,” she said through clenched teeth. “From before my mother died. When we were all still happy.” She knew it would work perfectly, but the thought of what she would have to do to get it was unbearable.

“You don’t have to forgive him,” Alderic said gently, as if he could feel the panic and anger roiling through her at the thought. “You just have to talk to him.”

“He won’t want to talk to me. I just stabbed him, in case you forgot.”

“Well, maybe start by apologizing for that, then. Tell him why you need the photograph, and what it’ll accomplish.”

She shook her head. “I’m just going to use the collar.”

“It won’t be as powerful, and you know it,” he said. “What’s more important, avenging your brother’s death, or punishing your father for things that happened over a decade ago?”

Lyssa glared at him, hating him for being right. “I’ll think about it.”

Alderic made a sound of frustration and strode past her.

They walked back through the crypt in silence. When they finally emerged, Elena was sitting on one of the temple’s stone benches, her head propped back against the wall, snoring. She started awake when Lyssa closed the door behind them, and got to her feet.

“My lord, I’m sorry, I—”

“I’m the one who should apologize,” Alderic told her, clasping her hands in his. “We’ve intruded upon you long enough, and stolen your precious sleep. You have my thanks. Here. For your trouble.” He pressed a coin pouch into her hands, and she bowed low.

“Thank you, my lord.”

They showed themselves out, climbing down the stone steps to the cemetery grounds just as dawn was breaking. The storm had stopped, and the sky was a violent shade of red. There were mourners gathering not too far from them, despite the early hour.

But as they walked back across the lawn to the stone structure where the Gate had spit them out, Lyssa realized that the members of the small crowd weren’t in mourning clothes. They were in the leather armor of the Hound-wardens.

And at their head stood Honoria, her hair as red as the sky behind her.

“Fuck,” Lyssa spat, sticking out an arm to stop Alderic in his tracks. How had the Hound-wardens found them so easily? How had they even known where to look? She whirled on Alderic. “You drunken idiot! I thought you said you didn’t tell her anything!”

“I didn’t,” he snapped.

“Then how did…”

Magic, Honoria had said. Lyssa supposed she had no choice but to believe it.

The Hound-wardens had spotted them; the archers nocked their bows, and the rest drew swords and knives, preparing for Honoria’s signal to attack.

“Al, get out your pistol,” Lyssa said, drawing her own. He obeyed, the weapon looking out of place in his hand.

Honoria crossed the distance between them. “Have you given my offer any consideration?” she asked Alderic, ignoring Lyssa completely. Not that Lyssa was complaining—she tightened her grip on her pistol and took the opportunity to gauge their options. Whether there was any way out of this that wouldn’t end in their deaths or Alderic’s capture.

But there wasn’t one that she could see. They were surrounded. Even if Lyssa managed to kill Honoria, the bitch had brought too many lackeys for them to get out of this alive. As for getting to a wall that Lyssa could use to draw a Door, the Hound-warden archers had arrows trained on them both. They’d be pincushions after only a few steps.

Fuck.

“I thought I was quite clear that I have made my choice,” Alderic replied curtly.

“And I thought I was quite clear what I think of that choice,” Honoria said.

“That’s the thing about choices,” he told her. “I get to make one regardless of whether or not you approve of it.”

Honoria’s face hardened. “Be that as it may, I cannot allow the Butcher to destroy the Beast of Buxton Fields. I didn’t want to have to do this the hard way, but you’ve forced my hand.”

“Ah. So, you’ll let me pick sides as long as I choose yours,” Alderic said, raising his chin and glaring down his nose at her. “Is that it?”

But Honoria didn’t seem to want to talk anymore. She raised her geas-hand and signaled to her Hound-wardens. “Take him,” she said. “If the Butcher moves, kill her.”

“Don’t do this, Honey,” Lyssa warned, but Honoria only watched impassively as a few of the Hound-wardens stepped forward. One of them was holding a pair of shackles.

They were going to capture Alderic, and there was nothing Lyssa could do about it.

Well, almost nothing.

“When everything goes to shit,” she told him, “I want you to run. Don’t stop until you’re somewhere safe.”

Alderic looked at her in alarm. “What?”

She smiled at him, then turned back to the Hound-wardens and fired her pistol.

The bullet struck Honoria in the shoulder—she spun with the impact, landing hard on the ground with a groan. One of the others shouted a command, and the archers drew back their bowstrings, letting their arrows fly.

Before Lyssa knew what was happening, Alderic shoved her, hard enough to knock her off her feet, and the arrows that had been meant for her thudded into his chest.

Time seemed to slow as his legs buckled beneath him and he collapsed.






CHAPTER 
EIGHTEEN


[image: ]

LYSSA STARED AT Alderic’s body, clenching her teeth against the sting of tears in her eyes. Those arrows—one of them straight through his heart, buried almost to the fletching—had been meant for her.

“You fucking idiot,” she said, choking on a sob, because being angry meant she wouldn’t succumb to the grief clawing at her throat instead. She grabbed the sword still strapped to Alderic’s side and lurched to her feet. “You killed him,” she spat at the nearest Hound-warden archer. Birch. The gangly boy from the Morningstar. The one Alderic had referred to as his friend.

“Carnifex, wait,” Birch said, his eyes widening as he stumbled back a step, his palm out like one hand could save him from his fate. The geas carved into his wrist peeked out from beneath his sleeve. “It’s not what it—”

Lyssa roared, fury unleashing itself upon her. But as she swung for the boy’s neck, he tripped over his own feet, falling on his face, and her blade whistled through empty air.

“Stop!” Honoria screamed, clutching the wound in her shoulder as she struggled to her feet; the bullet had gone straight through her leather armor. She stuttered for a moment, fighting and failing against her own geas. “You don’t understand!”

Birch fled like a piss-soaked rabbit the moment Lyssa shifted her attention from him to the Hound-warden leader.

“Oh, I understand, Honey,” she growled, and the tide of rage broke against her heart, working its magic on her, singing in her blood. “You let that faerie whore turn you against me. Let her put that geas on you instead of killing her, like you should have. She took my friend away from me, and now you have done the same.” Her voice broke. As much as it scared her, as much as she had tried to deny it, that was what Alderic was. Her friend.

“He’s not dead,” Honoria blurted, gasping and red-faced like it had taken great effort to get the words out.

“In case you didn’t notice, your lackeys shot him through the heart,” Lyssa spat. “There’s no saving him now. And there’s no saving you, either.” Whatever she had once felt for Honoria, there would be no mercy for the leader of the Hound-wardens. Not after what she had done.

There would be no mercy for any of them.

Lyssa gripped the sword and advanced with a snarl of rage. Dimly, she felt an arrow thud into her thigh, another grazing her cheek as it flew past her head. As she closed in on Honoria, one of the other Hound-wardens stepped between them, slashing at her with his silver cutlass. Lyssa cut him down like he was wheat beneath the scythe of her sword. Another came between them, and she cut that one down, too. An arrow slammed into her forearm, and another into her calf, but she barely felt them through the battle-haze that had taken over her.

Honoria drew her own sword, the bronze blade glinting in the sunrise. She held up her geas-blighted palm and stammered something, but at the sight of the faerie-symbol carved into her flesh, the wave of Lyssa’s rage crashed over her, drowning out everything else. With a roar, she chopped off the Hound-warden’s hand, severing that disgusting sigil from the woman she had once loved.

Honoria staggered back, clutching the bleeding stump to her chest, words tumbling out of her. But Lyssa couldn’t hear her through the blood roaring in her ears. She raised her sword to end Honoria’s life, and—

“Stop!” Alderic’s voice broke through her fury, and Lyssa froze. The rage receded all at once, the battle-spell broken by a jolt of confusion and disbelief.

She turned to find him swaying on his feet behind her, easing the last arrow out of his chest with blood-slick fingers. The others were in a splintered pile beside him.

“How…?” She didn’t understand what she was seeing. Ragnhild had told her time and again that not even magic could raise the dead.

Alderic tossed aside the arrow and crossed the distance between them with long, furious strides. Lyssa stumbled backward, the color leeching from the world around her. Shock. She was in shock. And that shock was mirrored on Alderic’s face as he looked down at the two Hound-wardens she had slain.

“You … you killed them,” he said hoarsely.

“They hurt you,” she croaked, and shook her head to see if that might dispel the angry ghost in front of her. It didn’t. “I told you, no one hurts the ones I love and gets away with it.”

Alderic stiffened, his eyes going wide. “What did you say?”

“You are my friend, and they killed you,” she said. “So I killed them back.”

A wild emotion crossed his face. “They didn’t, Lyssa. They didn’t kill me. See for yourself.”

He reached out to her, and she took a step toward him.

And then something punched through her, her vision going white with pain as a bronze blade erupted from her abdomen.

Alderic screamed as the blade ripped back out of her.

The world tilted beneath Lyssa’s feet. She stumbled. Sank to her knees. Was somehow looking up at the sky without knowing how she had gotten onto her back. She heard shouting. Chaos. But she felt disconnected from it, like it was the roar of a distant ocean she couldn’t see from here.

Alderic’s face loomed into her vision, pale and drawn with fear as he yanked off his cravat and shoved it against her wound.

She sucked in a sharp breath. Reached up to brush her bloody fingers against his cheek. “You’re still warm,” she murmured.

“Because I’m not dead, you fucking idiot.” He seemed to see something out of her line of sight and shouted for help, waving one hand frantically over his head. Then he looked back at Lyssa. Picked a leaf from her hair. Cupped her cheek with one hand. “I’m not dead, and neither are you, and it’s going to stay that way. Do you understand me?”

“But they shot you in the heart,” she said.

“No—feel.” He took her hand and pressed it to his chest; his heart was racing beneath his torn, blood-soaked shirt. “I’m real. I’m here.”

“How?” she whispered, trying to blink his face back into focus. She could barely keep her eyes open, she was so tired, but she had to know how he had done it, before she went to sleep.

His lips pressed into a thin line. “No matter how much I want to, no matter how hard I try, I can’t die. I’m…” A look of despair passed over his face, and he shook his head as if to clear it. “I’m immortal.”

“Oh,” she said. Her body relaxed against the cold grass, and she slipped into oblivion.



Lyssa jolted awake with a gasp. Someone was slapping her cheeks hard enough to sting. After a moment, the pale blur in front of her sharpened into Alderic’s face.

“Hnh,” she protested, but she was too tired to fight him off, too tired to lift her hands to bat his away.

“Lyssa, darling, you have to wake up,” he said, and his voice was as calm as his expression was panicked. “You have to stay with me, do you hear me? No,” he snapped at someone beyond her sight. “She doesn’t need medicine, she needs magic.” He turned back to Lyssa. “We have to get back to Ragnhild’s. I need you to draw a Door. Here, take the chalk—” He pressed something into her palm. “We’ll do it together, okay?” He lifted her arm, and she felt her hand drag against something solid—a wall? But her fingers weren’t working right. She was too tired. Why wouldn’t he let her go back to sleep? If she could just …

The chalk slipped from her fingers. Alderic swore, moving out of her vision.

Lyssa’s eyes fluttered closed.

“Please!” Alderic screamed, jolting her out of that half-sleep. He had drawn a Door on the wall with three shaky lines, and was pounding on it with both fists, crying in earnest now. “She needs help! Please!”

“Doorknob,” she said. “It needs … doorknob.”

As she drifted out of consciousness again, a glow penetrated the thin flesh of her eyelids, washing the darkness in orange.

Alderic choked on a sob, and then there were arms around her, lifting her. She screamed, agony slamming her back into her body for just long enough to realize that Alderic was carrying her through the Door he had drawn.

They stepped over the threshold and into Ragnhild’s kitchen.

“Help me,” Alderic said, and the old witch screamed in surprise, dropping the jar she had been holding.

“How did you—” she started, then her eyes went wide. “What happened?”

“Help me,” Alderic said again. “She’s dying.”

And then Lyssa slipped back into the void.






CHAPTER 
NINETEEN
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IT WAS A song that dragged her up from the depths of darkness.

Not just any song. The song. “Blood on Buxton Fields.”

“No,” she moaned, but whoever was singing paid no attention to her. Or maybe they couldn’t hear her. Had she spoken aloud, or was she still drifting somewhere inside of her own head? She tried to move, but it felt like there were rocks pinning down her arms and legs.

“—saved his love that day, and when they buried his body, at his grave she remained—”

“No!” Lyssa bared her teeth and fought against the heaviness in her limbs, until she managed to lash out with one fist. Her knuckles connected with something fleshy.

“Ow.”

Lyssa’s eyes snapped open. She was in Ragnhild’s kitchen, on the table, her legs covered in blankets and weighed down by over a hundred pounds of bullmastiff. A fire blazed in the hearth, and the too-warm air was bitter with herbs and sour with stale sweat. Alderic was in a chair beside her makeshift bed, a relieved smile on his face despite the fact that she had just punched him.

“Welcome back, Carnifex.” He looked exhausted, his hair mussed and his sleeves rolled up to expose his scarred forearms, his skin crusted with dried blood. Her blood, she supposed, given that she felt like she’d been run over by a stagecoach, though she couldn’t remember what, exactly, had happened. Alderic was holding one of her hands in his, so tightly that she could feel the firm comfort of his touch through the leaden numbness in her limbs.

“What happened?” She tried to sit up, but it sent a lightning bolt of pain through her, and she gasped, sagging back against the table. Brandy whined deep in his throat, his eyes wide with worry. She reached out a bandaged hand to him and let him lick her fingers to show him that she was okay.

“How much do you remember?” Alderic asked.

Lyssa frowned, trying to think through the fog that seemed to have settled over her brain. “Nothing,” she said after a moment. “Nothing after we came out of the crypt.” Her mind was muddy with magic and pain, the confusion that came with regaining consciousness. There were disjointed images floating around here and there, but she couldn’t seem to piece the wisps together into the semblance of a memory. “I feel … weird.”

“I suspect almost dying might have something to do with that,” he said with a half smile, his voice rasping as though his throat was raw.

Her frown deepened as she remembered the thing that had drawn her up from the darkness of almost-death. “Why were you singing that stupid song?”

Alderic flushed. “Ragnhild said that talking to you might convince you to wake up. But I figured that if anything could coax you back to the land of the living, it would be the urge to punch someone in the face.”

She laughed, then gritted her teeth at the sharp stab of pain it brought on. When it had subsided enough that she could speak again, she said, “It’s about my brother. That song, I mean. Except they got it all wrong. He—”

“Lyssa,” Alderic said gently. “I don’t think now is the time to tell me things that you might regret later. Wait until you feel more like yourself again.”

She stroked Brandy’s fur absentmindedly in the silence that followed, trying to force herself to remember something—anything—about what had come after the crypt, but her mind refused to cooperate.

“I want to know what happened,” she said finally, frustrated.

“I think it would be better if—”

“Tell me what happened,” she demanded. “How did I almost die, Alderic?”

He sighed and shifted in the chair, crossing one leg over the other, though he didn’t let go of her hand. “Honoria ran you through with her sword before she and her remaining Hound-wardens fled.” She noted the tightness in his voice at the word remaining, the anger that flitted over his face when he said it, but he didn’t elaborate.

“Hound-wardens…” There was something else about Hound-wardens that nudged at the edges of her memory, but when she thought about it too hard, it vanished into the fog. She sighed. “Honoria ran me through?”

“She did.”

“That must have been thrilling for her,” Lyssa said dryly, then lay back and studied the scrunch of Alderic’s eyebrows, the tight line of his mouth. “Go on. Ask me.”

“Ask you what?”

“Whatever question you’re desperately trying to keep caged behind those pearly-white teeth of yours. I can see it clamoring to get out of you.”

He shifted, looking uncomfortable. “Like I said, I don’t want you to tell me anything you’ll regret later.”

Lyssa rolled her eyes. “I may not remember what happened, but I have a feeling you’re the reason I’m not dead right now. I owe you something for that.”

“Ragnhild is the reason you’re not dead right now. But … if you insist,” he said with a sigh, as if he were the one indulging her. “Why do you and Honoria hate each other so much? I know you and the Hound-wardens are on opposite sides, but it seems…”

“Personal?”

“I was going to say ‘excessive,’ but yes.”

“Honoria and I used to be lovers,” Lyssa said, and Alderic’s eyebrows shot up so fast she was surprised that they didn’t fly off his face and settle in the rafters like a pair of blond bats.

“Bad breakup?” he said wryly.

She smirked, secretly pleased that he hadn’t made all the comments people usually made when they found out she enjoyed the company of both men and women. “You could say that.”

“And why, pray tell, would you take the leader of the Hound-wardens to your bed to begin with?”

“She didn’t start out as a Hound-warden,” Lyssa said. “She was Ragnhild’s blacksmith before I was. And in the process of her teaching me the trade, we forged a friendship—out of loneliness, proximity, and little else, but a friendship nonetheless.”

They shared a glance, a wry smile. It was the same reason the two of them had become friends, after all.

“Eventually, that friendship flowered into something else.” Lyssa had told Honoria things she’d never told anyone before. About her parents. About Eddie, and the way he died. Not even Rags knew who, exactly, she had lost to the Beast. But she’d been in love, and desperate to share herself after so many years of feeling alone.

“What happened?” Alderic asked.

“We found an aelf.”

He frowned. “I thought all the aelfs were dead.”

“So did we. I had never seen one before, nor have I seen one since. We were tracking a Hound in the woods outside Hayview, and when we finally found it, there was an aelf trying to coax it through a Door like the ones I can make with Ragnhild’s chalk.” Hair like spun gold, her skin glowing faintly like she was reflecting the sun itself. No wonder some humans had thought of them as gods, radiant as they were. But Lyssa had seen that beauty for what it was—a lure. Honoria, on the other hand, was transfixed, her eyes wide with reverence. “When the aelf saw us, saw the spear in my hand, she seemed to understand why we were there. She got between me and the Hound, screamed that the creature didn’t deserve to die—that there was another way. When I went in for the kill anyway, Honoria stopped me, and both aelf and Hound vanished through the Door.”

Lyssa remembered the fury she had felt. The shock of that first betrayal. Looking back, she supposed she should have known that Honoria would switch sides someday. She seemed to feel none of the elation that Lyssa did, whenever they had a successful hunt. Was repulsed by Lyssa’s brutality, her “lack of respect” for their quarry. As if human-murdering monsters deserved respect. It was a frequent point of contention between them, but at the time Lyssa hadn’t thought much of it. People had always been shocked by her viciousness, ever since she was a kid. It had stopped bothering her a long time ago.

“After that, Honoria was not the same,” she told Alderic. “She became obsessed with what the aelf had said, obsessed with the idea that we didn’t need to destroy the Hounds. Ragnhild and I both urged her to let it go, but she refused to listen.”

At first they thought it was some faerie-spell poisoning her mind, but Honoria swore—with a piece of iron in her mouth and salt dusting her lips—that she wasn’t ensorcelled. She confessed that she had always hated killing Hounds, that the only reason she kept doing it was because Ragnhild had given her a home in her time of need. Honoria’s father had been a hunter, and taught her to respect and value all life. To kill only when necessary. This mission, she said, was beginning to feel like spitting on his memory.

Killing the Hounds is necessary, Lyssa had argued.

Killing them might be, Honoria had argued back. But enjoying it the way you do is not.

She might as well have slapped Lyssa in the face. She knew about Eddie, knew about Lyssa’s oath. If she had lost someone to a Hound, she would have enjoyed killing them, too. But the grief that had brought Honoria to the Wood was not a grief forged by the faeries or tempered by revenge. It was an ordinary bear that had killed her father. A bear they had provoked during a hunt, when they accidentally got between a mother and her cubs. Honoria hadn’t even killed it afterward. She had no idea how good it felt to slay one of the monsters that had taken everything from her.

Lyssa thought Honey’s obsession would wane, eventually, but it only became stronger. “Honoria decided to track down the aelf, to find out what she knew,” she told Alderic, the old hurt resurfacing.

“I imagine you didn’t take that well?” Alderic asked.

She winced. “No. I didn’t.” Stupid was amongst the nicer words she had used. But nothing could dissuade Honoria, and Lyssa’s anger had darkened into jealousy.

She remembered watching Honoria pack her things. Are you really going to choose that faerie over me? she’d demanded, arms crossed, lip curled in contempt, eyes blazing. Over what we’ve spent all these years working towards?

I am, Honoria had said, slinging her single pack over her shoulders and looking Lyssa in the eyes. Just like you will always choose your oath over me.

You’re right. I will. Because the oath means more to me than you do, Lyssa had spat.

It wasn’t a lie, and Honoria knew it.

“The next time I saw her, she had the geas on her,” Lyssa told Alderic. Honoria had cornered her in a tavern in Reedshollow a few months after leaving the Witch’s Wood for the last time. The locals had been plying Lyssa with free beer all night, in thanks for killing the redcap that had been terrorizing them, and she was drunk beyond reason. Drunk enough that when Honoria slid into the booth across from her, Lyssa didn’t even lift her cheek from the sticky tabletop to glare at her.

The Hounds, Honoria had said without preamble, as if she knew Lyssa would only humor her for a few minutes. They’re—She stammered and stuttered the rest, entirely unable to speak.

Lyssa remembered very little through the drunken haze. She recalled asking Honoria if she’d been kicked in the head or something, her own words just as slurred and unintelligible. And she remembered Honoria holding out her hand to show Lyssa the faerie-geas carved into her palm.

It won’t let me explain, she’d said with a nervous laugh, but if you come with me—

Fury had overtaken Lyssa at the sight of the faerie mark. Without another word, she had stabbed Honoria through the palm, pinning her to the table.

“The spell kept her from spilling her new mistress’s secrets,” Lyssa said, “so I have no idea what foul lies that aelf bitch told her to get her to betray her own kind. To betray me. But we’ve been enemies ever since.”

“Is that why you cut off her hand?” Alderic asked.

Lyssa looked at him aghast. “I what?”

“Her geas-hand. You cut it off right before you realized that I…” He trailed off, wincing. But it was too late. The words unlocked something within her, the fog lifting from her brain just enough to glimpse a shadow of memory. Alderic, swaying in the cemetery, easing an arrow out of his own heart, his fingers slick with blood.

“Before I realized you weren’t dead.” She blinked herself back to the present and glared at him. “You’re immortal,” she accused.

Alderic flinched. Let go of her hand and staggered to his feet. “Erm. Ragnhild said to go get her as soon as you were awake, so—”

“Alderic,” Lyssa warned, her voice as sharp as the pain in her body, but before she could threaten him with violence if he didn’t start talking immediately, Ragnhild poked her head into the kitchen as if summoned by her name.

“Ah, you’re awake!” she said brightly. “Time to check your wounds.”

“Not now,” Lyssa said, her eyes boring into Alderic’s face. He was picking flakes of blood from his palms instead of looking at her. “Not until—”

“Yes, now,” Rags said. “Alderic, scram.” She hooked her thumb toward the door leading out to the porch. “And take the dog with you,” she added, but Alderic had already fled—and tripped over every single herb pot on the porch steps, by the sound of it.



“Did you know that Alderic is immortal?” Lyssa demanded as soon as she and Ragnhild were alone.

“It came up, yes,” the witch said, swatting Brandy’s rump. He howled his dissent, but jumped down from his perch on Lyssa’s legs and trudged over to his bed by the hearth.

“What did he tell you?” Lyssa wiggled her toes. The feeling was slowly returning to her feet, though she couldn’t tell whether it was from the effects of Ragnhild’s healing, or merely because she no longer had a certain bullmastiff cutting off her circulation.

“I am not in the habit of spilling other people’s secrets,” Rags said, leveling a severe look at Lyssa. “If you want to know the details, you’ll have to ask Alderic.” She lifted the bandage pasted over Lyssa’s stomach just enough to peer beneath it.

“That hurts,” Lyssa hissed.

“Oh, stop complaining,” Rags said. “You’re lucky you can still feel anything at all.” She peeked under another of the bandages. Apparently the sword through the stomach had been only one of several nasty wounds that Lyssa couldn’t recall acquiring. “Alderic got you here just in time. If he’d come through the Gate, you might not have made it.”

“Where did he come through?”

“Here, in the kitchen.”

Lyssa gaped at the old witch. “But the wards on the house—”

“They let him in,” Rags said simply, changing a bandage on Lyssa’s arm that she had bled through.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Their purpose isn’t to keep people out, necessarily. They’re here for our protection. Maybe they sensed that you were dying, and that Alderic was trying to save you.”

“He couldn’t have done it without you,” Lyssa said, a sudden wave of emotion surging through her. She reached out and took Ragnhild’s hand, squeezing it. “Thank you.”

A pleased grin spread across the old witch’s face, and Lyssa realized with sudden horror that Rags was missing several teeth. The gaps were raw and bloody, as if the wounds were fresh.

“Your mouth,” she gasped, struggling to sit up. “What happened?”

“Don’t rip your stitches out on my account,” Rags said sternly. “I’m fine.”

“But—”

“You almost died,” the witch said, busying herself with a roll of bandages. “One cannot simply steal from Death, once a life has been marked as Hers. One must … bargain, a little.”

“So you ripped out your own teeth?”

“Teeth are powerful,” she said with a shrug, as if it were nothing.

Lyssa’s eyes burned with the threat of tears. “Why would you do that for me?”

Ragnhild gave her a look. “Do you really think I’d let the best blacksmith I’ve ever had bleed out on my kitchen table? I would have sacrificed more than teeth to save you.”

“Rags,” Lyssa croaked, her throat tight. “I—”

“I didn’t do it alone,” Ragnhild said, waving her hand dismissively. Lyssa thought she saw a tear slide down the old witch’s face, but Rags scratched her cheek and it was gone. “Alderic gave so much blood that he almost fainted. Although, between you and me, I think he was being a touch dramatic.”

Lyssa laughed at the image of Alderic swooning on a ladies’ fainting couch.

Ragnhild eyed her sidelong. “He cares about you, you know. A great deal. He’s been sitting by your bedside fretting like a mother hen this whole time.”

“I…” She looked down at her hands. They were still faintly pink with blood, and her nails were ragged.

“You care about him, too,” Rags observed.

“I tried not to,” she said, and maybe it was the fact that she had almost died, or the knowledge that there were people willing to sacrifice blood and bone to keep her alive, but Lyssa started to cry.

Ragnhild looked horrified. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, so overcome that she couldn’t speak for a moment. “It doesn’t matter if Alderic and I care about each other. It doesn’t change anything.” She dropped her hands to find that Ragnhild’s face had gone soft with sympathy.

“Love can change everything, if you let it,” the witch said. “It is more powerful than magic, more powerful than the Beast. More powerful, even, than your rage.”

“That’s not what this is,” Lyssa argued. “I’m not in love with Alderic. He’s my friend.”

“There can be love between friends. And I hate to say it, girl, but Alderic told me that you went berserk because you thought he died. I’d say that’s your brand of love.”

The words brought more memories out of the fog. Alderic, arrows thudding into his chest. The devastation of losing him—him, and not just Lyssa’s only chance for revenge. The sword, the Beast … none of that had even crossed her mind as she watched him crumple to the ground. All she could think about was destroying whoever had killed him.

Because he had the kindest heart out of anyone she had ever known, and they’d shot a fucking arrow through it.

Because Alderic was her friend, and they had taken him from her.

He treated her like more than a weapon, despite having hired her to be exactly that. He treated her like someone who deserved to be saved, even if the thing he was saving her from was herself.

And her dog liked him.

“Fuck,” she said. “Okay, fine. Maybe I do love him. But it still doesn’t change anything. I’m—”

“Still going to fight the Beast,” Rags finished for her. “I know, my little brute. Nothing will keep you from the path you have chosen.” She chucked Lyssa under the chin with one gnarled finger. “But who knows? Maybe love will make you stronger. Think on it, while you rest.”

Lyssa struggled to shove her emotions down. “I’ve rested enough. The equinox can’t be far away, and we still have to collect Alderic’s personal concern so that I can forge the sword.”

“Nadia has been keeping an eye on what day it is, out there,” Rags said, stacking a few pillows behind Lyssa in order to prop her head up. “As of this morning you still had time.”

“Even so, we should—”

The rest of her words withered beneath the witch’s glare.

“If you even so much as try to get up,” Ragnhild warned her, “I will knock you back out with the most potent concoction I can muster up. Don’t test me.”

Lyssa lay back in the pillows and sighed. “Fine. But I want to talk to Alderic first. He has some explaining to do.”

She could wring the truth out of the frilly bastard lying down, at least.



“You lied to me,” Lyssa said the moment Alderic walked back into the kitchen.

He froze with his hand still on the doorknob, as if deciding whether to stay and get this over with now, or run away again. “You’re looking much better, Carnifex. How are you feeling?”

“Stop stalling.”

He sighed, his shoulders drooping as though a massive weight had slipped from them. “It wasn’t a lie, as you never directly asked me whether I could or could not die,” he argued, flopping into the chair beside her. “It was simply … an omission.”

“Your omission got people killed.” She tried to cross her arms, but it hurt too much, so she settled on glaring at him, instead. “If I had known you couldn’t die—”

“Oh, yes, clearly I’m to blame for your violent tendencies,” he snapped. “You’ll have to forgive me, but three hundred years of telling people the truth has resulted in a lot of them trying to test exactly how immortal I am, and just because I can’t die doesn’t mean being run through with a javelin doesn’t hurt.”

“Three hundred years?” she breathed, blinking.

His expression was unreadable. “Give or take.”

So that was why his brother’s coffin had been so far back in the crypt. It was difficult to wrap her mind around the concept. Immortal. He really was immortal.

“How?”

“Once upon a time, I used to be a … bit of a philanderer,” he said, his mouth twisting into a bitter smile. “I was a tourney knight, like I told you before. Unbeatable. The ladies at court practically threw themselves at me, and I was determined to conquer all of them.”

“Gross,” Lyssa said, wrinkling her nose, and Alderic grimaced.

“I know. But one of those ladies was not what she seemed. I bedded her and broke her heart, and she cursed me for it.”

“She cursed you with immortality?”

“I don’t know what, exactly, she cursed me with,” he said, his eyes distant. “I always thought curses would be poetic, you know, like in the old tales. But it didn’t even rhyme, and half of it was in another language. I’ve spent centuries figuring out the terms of the damned thing. As far as I can tell, she cursed me to live until I love someone more than I love myself. He or she must see me for what I really am, and love me back in equal measure despite it. And because of what I am, the end result is an eternity of heartbreak—not only have I been rejected over and over again, I have had to watch the people I care about wither and die, while I remain the same. I broke her heart, so she broke mine a thousand times and counting.”

“What a bitch,” Lyssa said, because she didn’t know what else to say, and Alderic let out a strangled laugh.

“I very much deserved it,” he said. “I was … quite awful, back then.”

“Even if you were, the punishment seems a tad disproportionate to the crime, don’t you think?” She didn’t wait for him to respond. “Besides, you aren’t awful now. In fact, I find it hard to believe that in three hundred years you haven’t found anyone who fits the curse’s description.”

“There were a few that I thought might break it,” he said quietly, his eyes going soft with memory. “Babette Rochelle. Marie Perdue. William Aberdeen. But as much as I loved them and thought that they loved me in equal measure, there was always that moment when my true self came out, and their love never survived it. After a while, I stopped trying.” There was that bitter smile again, and it threatened to cleave Lyssa’s heart in two. “Turns out, it is incredibly depressing to find out that you are completely unlovable and therefore utterly alone in the world.”

Her eyes dipped to the ragged scars on his wrists. “Is that why you tried to kill yourself? Because at Bellgaard, you said—”

“What I told you at Bellgaard was the truth,” he said firmly. “I tried to kill myself because of the Beast. But the curse would not allow it.”

She dragged her gaze back up to his face. “So … your brother…?” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. Couldn’t stomach the idea that he might have lied to her about that.

Alderic’s face softened, as if he knew what she was thinking. “Yes, the Beast really did kill my brother. He was one of its first victims, actually.”

So, that was the reason she had never heard of a Desmond de Laurent. His death had happened so long ago that his name was lost along with every other record of the Beast’s origins. “Have you been trying to figure out how to kill it ever since?”

“Yes. For a long time, I thought it was a lost cause. The Beast posed a problem quite similar to my own—I couldn’t kill it any more than I could kill myself. But then I saw that photograph of the Serpent of Ire in the paper, and read about the woman who managed to slay it, and I knew I had my solution.”

She picked at a thread in the blanket covering her legs, those words gnawing at her. “Your solution,” she murmured. “You’re … you’re not going to ask me to kill you, after I kill it, are you?”

“No,” he said.

“Good,” she replied quickly, her cheeks going hot. “Because you saw what happened the last time you died.”

His face darkened. “Yes, I saw.”

The look in his eyes hurt worse than the sword through her belly. Like she was some monster. “It was a battle,” she snapped, getting defensive. “One they started by shooting you full of arrows. Don’t act like I’m entirely to blame for what happened. If I had known you couldn’t die, I would have picked you up and used you like a shield so that I could have gotten the fuck out of there.”

That startled a laugh out of him. “Relax, Carnifex, or you’ll pop your stitches. I know you’re not the only one to blame for what happened. And I suppose I can’t lecture you about alternatives to violence, anyway. Not when I’ll be counting on that bellicose nature of yours before long.”

“So, all those second thoughts you seemed to be having, when we stayed at the Plaza…?” she asked, and he looked surprised by the question.

“Oh,” he said, cheeks flushing scarlet. “That. A … crisis of conscience, perhaps. But that was before I knew about your brother.” A storm of emotions crossed his face, but she couldn’t decipher any of them. “Who am I to keep you from your vengeance, just because I’m feeling a little sentimental? I want you to promise me something, though.”

“What?” she asked warily.

His gaze found hers, and there was such sorrow in his eyes that she had to look away. “That you will do everything within your power to survive your encounter with the Beast.”

Lyssa’s throat tightened with emotion. If he had asked this of her a few days ago, she would have been insulted. It didn’t matter, before, whether she lived or died. All that mattered was killing the Beast. Even the thought of leaving Brandy behind wasn’t enough to change her mind—she knew he would be okay without her, that Rags and Nadia would take good care of him.

But now …

Well. Now there was a good-hearted man with more ruffles than money and more money than sense who would almost certainly blame himself for a literal eternity if the Beast killed Lyssa. A man who made her feel like she could be something more than a sword through a monster’s heart, if she managed to survive that long.

There was also the matter of a certain witch that Lyssa had spent years pushing away—a witch who had given up her own teeth in exchange for her blacksmith’s life.

For thirteen years, Lyssa had been fighting for something important enough to die for. And now, all of a sudden, she had found something important enough to live for.

It scared the shit out of her. If she didn’t give this fight everything she had, she would fail. But hadn’t Ragnhild said that love would be the Beast’s undoing? That it would make the sword stronger—and maybe make Lyssa stronger, too?

A sword was not ready to be used the moment she was finished hammering it into shape. The metal had to be quenched, to strengthen it. Tempered, to make it less brittle. What if she was the same way? Rage alone only made her liable to break, if her fight with the mermaids was any indication.

But what if she fought for love, as well as vengeance? Fought for the hope of a life that didn’t revolve around the thing that had destroyed her?

She had already begun to forge something out of the wreckage the Beast had left behind. Something she found she very much wanted to continue forging, once her oath was fulfilled.

“Okay,” Lyssa said finally, looking up at Alderic—her friend.

His brows furrowed. “Okay?”

“I promise I will do everything within my power to survive the Beast,” she said, holding out her hand to seal it. “I’ll swear it in blood, if you want me to.”

“Please don’t,” Alderic told her, threading his fingers through hers instead of shaking on it. “I have seen entirely too much of your blood already.”






CHAPTER 
TWENTY
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“ABOUT YOUR PERSONAL concern,” Alderic said, draping an arm over the back of his chair. They were in one of the private booths at the Kingmaker, the remnants of their lunch scattered across the table. Lyssa hadn’t wanted to waste time eating, since they were already cutting it close as it was. They only had about a week and a half to go before the equinox, Alderic’s personal concern to obtain—if he could ever figure one out—and a sword to forge, which would take days at best, if it didn’t crack during the quenching. Pausing for lunch was the last thing she felt like doing right now, especially since the knot of anxiety in her stomach had obliterated her appetite anyway, but Alderic had insisted that she needed nutrients in order to regain her strength.

“Shouldn’t you be worrying about your personal concern?” Lyssa said. “It’s the only thing we have left to get, and if you don’t figure something out soon, we’re fucked.”

He studied her, his gaze unwavering. “I’m concerned that Brandy’s collar won’t be enough.”

“So you’ve said. But it’s going to have to do.” She grabbed another of the fist-sized pumpernickel rolls from the basket in the center of the table. “The photograph just isn’t feasible. I told you before, my father isn’t going to want to meet with me.”

“Maybe not,” he conceded with a tilt of his head, swilling his wineglass. “But he has agreed to meet with me, to thank me properly for paying his hospital bill—and a few outstanding debts besides.”

“What? You—”

“It was the least I could do, after that unfortunate incident at the memorial park.” His eyes glittered at the murderous expression on her face. “But all of that is water under the bridge, I am happy to report, and he should be arriving shortly.”

Lyssa pushed her chair back in alarm. “We’re meeting him now?”

The corner of Alderic’s lips curved. “What do you think we’re doing here?”

She chucked her bread roll at his head. He caught it and took a bite out of it just as there was a knock at the door.

“Mr. de Laurent, sir?” came the host’s voice from the other side. “Mr. Cadogan has arrived.”

Alderic got to his feet and opened the door of the private booth, his body blocking Lyssa’s view of the hallway. She slid farther down in her chair and grabbed another bread roll, shredding it furiously while she tried to contend with the anger sharpening to a point inside her. How dare Alderic arrange this meeting without asking her first? She should punch him in the face for springing something like this on her. She ripped another chunk from the roll, imagining it was his head.

“Mr. de Laurent,” she heard her father say, and her lip curled in disgust at the sound of his voice.

“Call me Alderic, please. It’s good to see you, Edmund. Leg feeling all right?”

“Much better, thank you. Listen, I cannot express how grateful I am for—”

“Please,” Alderic said, moving aside to give him enough room to enter the booth. He was on crutches, the leg Lyssa had slashed open wrapped up in bandages. “Have a seat. We’ve already eaten, but I could order you something, if you’d like.”

“No, thank you. I…” He froze when he saw Lyssa, the color draining from his face. His fear soothed her nerves, and she smirked.

“Hello, Father.”

Alderic said something to the host before closing the door gently. “I hope you don’t mind, I brought a guest, Edmund.”

Lyssa’s father whirled on Alderic—as best as he could on crutches, anyway. “What is she doing here? I never would have … if I had known…”

“I’m sorry for the omission,” Alderic said, gesturing toward the table. “Have a seat and I will explain.”

“She stabbed me,” he protested.

“And I would do it again,” Lyssa told him.

Alderic glared at her. “What she means to say is that she apologizes, and that since we are both in need of a favor, she will be sure to keep her temper in check for the duration of this meeting.” He managed to guide Lyssa’s father into the chair directly in front of the door.

“What favor?” her father asked. He perched on the edge of the seat, his crutches close at hand, as if ready to take flight at a moment’s notice. “What is this about?”

“We need something of your son’s.” Alderic glanced at Lyssa across the table, at the shredded dinner roll heaped on the plate in front of her. “An old toy, a photograph, a lock of hair … we were hoping you might be able to help us.”

“Is this why you paid my hospital bill? My debts? To get something of Eddie’s?” He looked at Lyssa, brows clashing together. “What do you need it for?” His tone was sharp, at once suspicious and accusatory, and she knew he was thinking of the jar full of dirt she had taken from Eddie’s grave.

“None of your business,” Lyssa snapped, and her father struggled to his feet, ready to flee the booth.

“Edmund, please,” Alderic said with a heavy sigh. “We are trying to avenge your son’s death, and we need something of his in order to do it.”

Lyssa glared at him, and he gave her a look of reproach.

Her father turned back around. “Avenge him how?”

“Magical means,” Alderic said, and Lyssa’s father didn’t ask him to elaborate—though his expression suggested he might have, had he not wanted to get out of his daughter’s reach as quickly as possible.

“I have a photograph,” he said instead, patting the breast pocket of his coat, and Lyssa imagined it folded up inside, close to his heart. “I can loan it to you, if you’re careful with it.”

Alderic winced. “I’m afraid we wouldn’t be able to return it.”

Lyssa’s father shook his head. “Then I’m sorry, but—”

“I will pay you for it, of course,” Alderic told him. “Name your price.”

“I’m sorry,” he repeated, without even thinking about it, “but there is nothing you could give me that would be worth losing it.”

Lyssa gaped at him. This was a man who had spent her entire childhood doing everything he could to make money, spend money, and boast about the money he had spent. He had bought a house bigger than they could afford, furniture finer than they needed, and hosted elaborate dinner parties designed explicitly to show off his refined tastes. If a mere photograph of his family was worth more to him now than all the riches Alderic could give him, it was a powerful item indeed. One she knew she desperately needed for the sword.

She could take it from him. He was injured, and smaller than she was now. It wouldn’t be difficult. Or …

Or she could try Alderic’s way.

“Then don’t do it for money,” she said, before she could change her mind. “You filled my mailbox with letters, trying to get ahold of me. You told me you wanted to apologize. To talk. Let’s talk, then. In exchange for the photograph.”

Her father’s face darkened. “You stabbed me during our last conversation, Lyssa. I’m not sure I would survive this one.” He reached for the door handle.

“Baba, wait.” He froze at the sound of the name she had called him when she was little. “I made a promise to Eddie,” she said, holding out her hand to show him the scar carved into her palm. “A blood oath, that I would avenge his death by destroying the thing that murdered him. I need the photograph in order to do that.”

He hobbled back to his chair and sank into it, his expression haunted. “Why?”

“To make a magic sword,” she said, and he let out a strangled laugh, running his hand over his face at the absurdity of her words. “It’s the only thing that can kill it.”

“That photograph is all I have left of him.”

“And I have nothing,” she said, slamming her hand down on the table so hard it rattled the silverware. “Nothing but my promise. Are you really going to stand in my way? After all you’ve done? You owe me. Give me the photograph so that I can make this right the only way I know how.”

He shook his head, refusing to meet her eyes. “That photo kept me alive, after I left you,” he said softly. “It reminded me that there were two very good reasons to keep going, even when throwing myself into the sea would have been easier.” When he looked up at her, his eyes were brimming with tears. “I’m not proud of what I did. But your mother’s death … Lyssa, it broke me. I stopped going to work. Ended up at a pub most days, trying to find comfort in the bottom of a bottle. I lost my job, of course. Then the investments soured. What little we had left after paying the doctors went to the bank. When they took the house, I decided that you and Eddie would be better off without me, for a little while. Until I got my head on straight.”

“So, you left us in a workhouse—a place no better than the debtors’ prison you fled the country to avoid,” Lyssa snapped, curling her hands into fists. She’d had no idea why everything went to shit so quickly after her mother died, but the truth wasn’t any easier to bear. Her father had always been a fighter—had taught her to be a fighter—and yet when things were hardest, he just … stopped trying, and let it all fall apart. That felt more like a betrayal than even his leaving her had. “As if her death didn’t break us, too. As if we didn’t need you more than ever.” She clenched her teeth, refusing to cry in front of him. “Did the sea air cure your heartache, Father? I hear it’s good for that sort of thing.”

The look he gave her was so full of pain it made her chest ache. “It wasn’t like that, Lyssa,” he said. “I just … needed to leave you somewhere safe while I got back on my feet. Your mother’s family wouldn’t take you—they disowned her when she married me instead of the upper-class suitor they’d picked out for her, and wanted nothing to do with us. I had no one else to turn to. Eventually, I found a ship that would take me on without asking too many questions. The wage was decent, too, enough to chip away at what I owed, and I—”

“Why didn’t you take us with you?” she blurted. How different would their lives have been if he had? Eddie always told her not to think about things like that, that it would only make the reality of their lives harder to stomach, but it was impossible not to.

“A ship is no place for a child,” her father said.

“And a workhouse is?” Lyssa spat. “Do you know what they did to us there? They separated us—me and Eddie. They starved us, beat us, worked us half to death.” The streets were easier than that fucking place, because at least they were together. At least they could scrape together enough coin for hot food, most days. “There are plenty of children on ships. Maybe if you had taken us with you, Eddie would still be alive.”

She had intended it to hurt him, and it did—her father let out a sob, covering his mouth with one hand while he attempted to master his emotions. But she wasn’t finished with him. She had learned long ago to get in a few kicks while someone was down, to make it harder for them to get back up and throw the next punch.

The workhouse had taught her that.

“You didn’t do what was best for us. You did what was easiest for you. And you’re shocked that I didn’t want anything to do with you, after you came back? You’re shocked that I stabbed you? You deserved far worse than a gash in the leg.”

“Lyssa,” Alderic warned.

“What?” she snapped at him. “Isn’t this what you wanted? For me to talk to him? Well, I am talking. I’m doing things your way, instead of kicking him in the stitches and snatching the photograph from him like I should have the moment he walked in here.” She turned back to her father, ready to throw the next verbal blow, but he spoke first.

“I know Eddie is dead because of me,” he said. “Because of my choices. I did what I thought was best, and I was wrong.” He took a deep, shaky breath, as if to steady himself. “The workhouse told me they would take care of you. That you would be safe. They said they took in plenty of children when their parents could no longer afford to feed them. I believed them, because I wanted to believe them. Because I had no other options. I didn’t know what they were really like. If I had, I never would have left you there. We would have found some other way. You have no idea how much that choice haunts me.” He dragged his bloodshot eyes upward to meet hers. “Lyssa, I’m sorry. From the depths of my soul, I am sorry. I’m not asking you to forgive me. All I want—”

“Good,” she said. “Because I don’t think I can ever forgive you.” It didn’t matter that he was sorry. It didn’t matter that he felt he’d had no choice. All that mattered was that when his children had needed him most, he had stopped fighting for them.

“I understand.” He pushed back his chair and stood, fumbling with his crutches.

“Edmund,” Alderic said, his voice pleading, while Lyssa tensed her muscles, ready to restrain her father if she had to.

But she didn’t need to steal the photograph from him; he withdrew it from the inner pocket of his coat and kissed it once before setting it gently on the table.

She looked at him in shock.

“You’re … you’re giving it to me?” she breathed. “Just like that?”

“It sounds like you need it more than I do now,” he said, his eyes full of sorrow. “For the record, all those letters I sent you … all I wanted was to understand why my son died. Those stone tablets at the memorial park are a piss-poor way to piece together what happened, and nobody who was there that night survived to tell me the tale, except for you. But you don’t owe me your story any more than you owe me your forgiveness.” He hesitated. “I love you, Lyssa. Go on hating me if it makes you feel better. The Lady knows I deserve it. But you’re my daughter, and a gash in my leg isn’t going to change that, as pissed as I am at you about it. I only hope that you do kill the thing that murdered Eddie, because I’m clearly not the only one who needs closure.”

As he turned to go, Lyssa blurted out, “I wanted to go to the circus.”

Her father stiffened. Looked at her over his shoulder. “What?”

“It was only in Warham for a week, and it had been a hard month. A few kids in our gang had already gone, and the joy on their faces when they came back … I wanted that for us, after what we’d been through. Eddie … he was always so hard to knock down, but I could see that spark in him fading. Could see the hollowness in his eyes. I thought … I thought having some fun might bring him back to life.”

Lyssa’s father returned to his chair.

“I’ll wait out in the hall,” Alderic murmured, but Lyssa shook her head.

“Stay,” she told him. “I … I want you to stay.” She looked between them—the man she hated and the man she trusted—and knew that it was time to crack open the cage that had been rusting around her heart for the last thirteen years. She closed her eyes. Took a breath. Rubbed the scar on her palm to ease her nerves. “I begged Eddie to use what little spare money we had on the tickets. He didn’t want to—said he’d rather have a little more food in our bellies—but I wouldn’t let it go. Finally, I wore him down, like I always did.”

Buxton Fields had been transformed by the circus folk, the walking paths that meandered through the public park flanked by glittering tents filled with every kind of entertainment Lyssa could imagine—fire-eaters and lion-tamers, women whose spines seemed to be made of rubber as they twisted and torqued into unnatural positions. There were strongmen and tattooed ladies, a child with a third eye in the middle of his forehead, even a mermaid hissing at passersby from its water tank. There were food stalls, too: popcorn and candied apples wrapped in waxed paper, lollipops as big as Lyssa’s head. One vendor’s eyes went soft at the sight of her and Eddie, two grubby kids with gaunt faces who stared at the snacks with as much wonder as they stared at the fire-eaters, and she gave Lyssa an enormous bucket of popcorn for free, pressing a conspiratorial finger to her lips as she drizzled extra butter on top. Lyssa had stuffed a handful into her pocket to give to Brandy later, as an apology for having to leave him outside the gates.

She and Eddie wandered around for hours, watching the shows and stuffing their faces with popcorn. It was everything she had hoped it would be—it felt like they could be kids again, like everything hadn’t gone to shit.

And then Lyssa saw the hand-painted signs, “Kill the Unkillable Beast! Untold riches could be yours!” and other such things, with arrows pointing toward the Hagswood beyond Buxton Fields.

“Let’s try it!” Lyssa had said. Eddie didn’t want to, but after some pestering, he relented. He always did, because it was easier than fighting with her and losing anyway.

They followed the signs into the forest, where a sizable crowd had gathered, mostly comprised of street urchins and a couple of old beggars. People who desperately needed a fortune as badly as Lyssa and Eddie did. Her heart sank; part of her had hoped they would be the first, and could kill whatever needed killing before anyone else got there to take the chance away from them.

A man in a striped vest and trousers waved them forward. He had a top hat in one hand and a spear in the other, the metal tip of the weapon sharpened to a wicked point. “Come in, come in, plenty of room!” he bellowed. “Now, I’m sure you are all wondering what this is about!” He settled the top hat on his head and slapped the side of the gigantic cloth-covered cube behind him, twice as tall as he was. Whatever was inside of it roared. Everyone in the crowd flinched and gasped, but the man in the stripes seemed unperturbed. “This, my friends, is a golden opportunity! All I need is for a single man, woman, or child to succeed at slaying what is within this cage. I’ll even make it easy on you. Use this spear, jam it through the bars into the monster’s heart, and if it falls down dead you get more gold than you ever thought possible.”

“What’s the catch?” one of the few adults in the crowd shouted.

“There is no catch,” the man in the stripes said. “You ever heard of Cindy-rella? The scullery maid who lost her shoe at the royal ball? The prince asked all the girls in the land to try on that shoe to see if it fit, so that he could find his lady love. Think of it like that. I am the prince”—the crowd snickered—“and this spear is the shoe, and I’d like all of you to try it on for size and see what happens. If any of you are ‘the one,’ you’ll be a princess by morning.” He whipped off the cover from the cage, shouting, “Now, who wants to go first?”

The crowd gasped.

It wasn’t a bear or a wildcat, like Lyssa had been expecting—it was a creature she had never seen before.

The monster was roughly lion-shaped, but enormous, its slitted eyes as big as Lyssa’s head. When it opened its mouth to roar, she saw fangs as long as daggers, in addition to the pair of sharp tusks protruding from its upper jaw on either side of its snout, curved outward as if for goring. Each of its four massive paws was equipped with a set of wicked claws, and its spiked tail whipped back and forth behind it, clanging against the bars of its cage. Strangest of all, there was a symbol on its chest that glowed blue through its shaggy white fur, so bright it was hard to look at for long.

“We don’t have all night, folks!” the man in the stripes called. “Who’s first?”

Frightened murmurs rippled through the crowd. No one rose to the challenge.

Lyssa swallowed her fear and shoved the bucket of popcorn into Eddie’s hands, stepping forward. “I’ll do it.”

“Lyssa, no!” Eddie hissed, but the man in the stripes beamed.

“This little girl puts the rest of you to shame! Here you go, sweetling.” He shoved the spear into her hands. She faced the cage, tightening her grip on the rough wooden shaft. “All right, now, just stick the spear through the bars and see if you can hurt it,” the man in the stripes told her. “Aim for that mark over its heart.”

The Beast snarled, its eyes glowing in the reflection of that symbol on its chest. It threw itself against its cage—once, twice, three times. The whole thing shook as the monster battered the bars with its massive weight.

Lyssa hesitated, adrenaline numbing her tongue and making her shiver.

“Let’s go,” Eddie said, but she wrenched away from him when he grabbed her arm.

“I can do it,” she insisted.

The creature threw itself against the bars again, and there was a crunch as something gave way.

The crowd seemed to draw in a collective breath as one whole side of the cage teetered and fell with a metallic screech and a clang that reverberated in Lyssa’s bones.

The Beast stumbled out into the crowd, shaking itself. Still the people stood transfixed, like rabbits frozen by a wolf’s stare.

And then the monster attacked the man in the stripes. Bit his head clean off, right in front of Lyssa. Blood spattered her face as the crowd began to scream, began to flee. But they were all packed in so tightly around the cage, and the Beast was right there, and …

“It was a massacre,” Lyssa told Alderic and her father, closing her eyes, the smell of popcorn coming back to her so violently in her memory that she gagged. “Eddie tried to protect me. He shoved me out of the way, out of the Beast’s path.” Her teeth were chattering as she spoke, now, and she looked up to see a tear roll down Alderic’s cheek. “It killed him, instead of me, with one swipe of those claws. Killed dozens of other people, too, before running off into the Hagswood.”

Her father was crying, and it was an effort for Lyssa to hold back her own tears. She clenched her teeth and watched him wipe his eyes with the back of a trembling hand.

“Why was it there?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “At a fucking circus, for the Lady’s sake?”

“Nobody knows,” Lyssa told him. “The circus denied responsibility, claiming that the man in the stripes was not associated with them in any way.” Lyssa had searched obsessively for information about him, and had come up empty. If he hadn’t died along with everyone else, she would have thought he was a faerie, one somehow resistant to Warham’s iron. It was possible he was some vagrant the faeries had tricked into helping them, as expendable as any human. She would likely never know.

Her father took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “I told Eddie to look after you, until I got back. He swore on his life he’d keep you safe. He … he always did keep his promises, didn’t he?”

“He did.” A few tears escaped down Lyssa’s cheeks, and she knuckled them away quickly. “And I will keep mine,” she told him. “I will kill it. I will avenge him.”

“I have no doubt about that,” her father replied, a touch of pride in his voice. “I look forward to reading about it in the paper.”

He stared at her for another moment, as if she were someone completely foreign to him, and then, without another word, he stood up. Settled his crutches into his armpits, nodded to her and then to Alderic, and hobbled out the door.

He had gotten what he wanted—the truth—and had given her what she needed.

They had no more use for each other.

Lyssa let out a long breath when the door snicked shut behind him. Let herself glance at the photograph of her family for only a moment before tucking it into her pack. Her teeth were still chattering. “I can’t believe that worked.”

Alderic squeezed her shoulder. “I find that—generally speaking—a nice conversation yields better results than stabbing someone.”

His voice was unbearably gentle, and when she looked up at him, she was overcome with emotion. He knew, now. That her brother had died because of her. That it was her fault they were there that night, her fault they were standing right in front of the cage when the monster escaped. He knew the horrible truth, and the fact that his expression was soft with understanding in the face of this revelation shifted something irreversibly within her.

For once in her life, she didn’t feel the urge to push someone away for daring to get too close to her. Instead, she reached out and laced her fingers through Alderic’s.



“Are you okay?” Alderic asked Lyssa gently as they left the Kingmaker and headed toward Buxton Fields Memorial Park.

“No,” she said. “But I don’t have the luxury of breaking down. We still need to get a personal concern from you before we can forge the sword, and we’re running out of time.” They were so close that the thought of it sent a spark of excitement and anxiety through her.

“I already have my personal concern,” Alderic said; his tone was casual but his smile was forced.

She stopped walking. Frowned at him. “Really?”

“Yes. I … I thought about what you said, in the crypt, and I realized that you were right. Any item I choose will work, so long as it holds the appropriate emotional associations.”

Lyssa crossed her arms. “Oh, so Brandy’s collar wasn’t good enough, but you can use whatever you want?” He gave her a look and she rolled her eyes. “Fine. What did you choose, then?”

“Something that makes me happy.” He blushed furiously, which only piqued her curiosity even more.

“What is it?” she asked. “When did you collect it?”

He lifted his chin. “None of your business.”

She scowled, understanding now why people got so annoyed when she said those words. But she refused to let him use her own tactics against her. “Oh, no, you don’t,” she said. “You don’t get to do that. I need to make sure it’s something we can actually use,” she lied, holding out her hand. “There are rules.”

Alderic didn’t question that at all. He merely sighed and reached into his pocket, pulling out …

“A leaf?” Lyssa demanded. “Why a leaf?”

He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “It was in your hair, at the cemetery. After Honoria stabbed you.”

She blinked at him. “Me bleeding out made you happy?”

“Of course not.” He looked at her, finally. “It was … what you said, right before.”

“What did I say?” She still couldn’t remember some of the finer details.

“That I’m your friend.” He pressed the leaf into her outstretched palm, and she stared down at it. He was saying something to her, something she couldn’t hear over the beat of blood in her ears, the sudden ache in her heart.

“Lyssa?” he said, brows drawing together, and the sound of her name on his lips jolted her out of it. She put the leaf in her pack, next to the photograph, and then she stared at him until he looked uncomfortable.

“What?” he demanded.

She shook herself free of the thoughts that were forming in her head. It was all tangled, a mess of feelings and what-ifs that she wasn’t ready to voice aloud. “Nothing. I’m … I’m just glad you have something we can use. That means we can go straight back to Ragnhild’s and start forging the sword.”

They walked the rest of the way to the memorial park in silence, Alderic glancing at her with obvious concern every few minutes.

When they got to the back wall of the park where it was easiest to draw a Door, she turned to face him. She had to be sure, before she made a fool of herself.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Anything,” he said.

“When you dove into the lake to save Brandy from the mermaids … did you only do it because you knew you couldn’t die?” It was something that had been needling the back of her mind. Something that had disappointed her—maybe because if she had to pinpoint the moment she began to love Alderic, it would be that one.

“I did it because he’s important to you,” Alderic replied, seeming taken aback by the question. “My immortality didn’t really cross my mind, in that moment. All that mattered to me was saving your friend.”

“And when you got yourself turned into a pincushion at Liedensham Cemetery?”

“All that mattered to me then was saving my friend.” His brows furrowed in confusion. “Why are you asking me this?”

She shifted her weight from foot to foot, mustering the courage to say what she was thinking out loud. “Your curse,” she said slowly.

His face grew wary. “What about it?”

“What if … what if I could break it?”

He went still, opening and closing his mouth as if he had no idea how to respond.

She said in a rush, suddenly self-conscious, “I trust you more than I’ve trusted anyone in a long time. I killed for you, without hesitation, and I would do it again. I want to see your stupid face and your ridiculous outfits every single day until I die. And you … you make me want to be a better person, Alderic. I don’t know what else that could be except—”

“Don’t,” he said quietly, his eyes filled with pain. “Please don’t say it. You…” He struggled with the words. “You, of all people, cannot break the curse.”

“What does that mean?” she said, and then flushed as she realized what he was getting at. “Oh. The curse. You … you have to love them back in equal measure, I guess, don’t you?” She shook her head, suddenly wishing she were anywhere but in this park with him. “I thought … the leaf … Ungharad’s flaming sword,” she groaned. “I’m an idiot. Forget I said anything.”

“You misunderstand me,” Alderic said softly. “You are infuriating and boorish and your penchant for violence is downright criminal, and yet…” His hands clenched into fists and he took a steadying breath, as if what he was about to say was difficult for him to admit. “And yet I care more about you than I have ever cared about anyone in my entire life.”

The air suddenly seemed much more difficult to breathe. Lyssa gaped at him. “You do?”

“Yes,” Alderic said, and her pulse beat an uneven staccato in her throat. “Your loyalty to those lucky enough to be considered your friends was enough to make me want to be counted among them. But your willingness to fight for those who cannot fight for themselves, the fact that you are unapologetically you no matter what anyone thinks of you, the tender heart hidden beneath your layers of iron and steel … those things made me truly love you.”

The ache of affection within her was followed swiftly by confusion. “If that’s how you feel, then why can’t I break your curse?”

“Because no matter what you might think you feel for me in this moment, there is no way you could continue feeling it, if you truly knew me.”

“How can you say that?” she demanded, frustrated that he could even think she didn’t truly know him, after everything they had been through together. That he could think there was anything that would change her mind, after he had proven time and again that he was not the entitled rich asshole she’d assumed he was, when she’d first gotten his letters. “You saved my life, Alderic. Twice. You saved my dog’s life, too. And you are somehow the kindest, most selfless person I have ever known, despite having enough money to fill a lake and swim around in it. What could possibly scare me off now?”

“Lyssa…” There was a war going on inside of him; she could see it on his face. Finally, his jaw set, and he started unbuttoning his shirt with trembling fingers. “Remember when I told you that no matter how much someone seemed to love me, there was always a moment when my true self came out, and everything fell apart?”

An inexplicable sense of dread crawled through her. “Are you going to tell me you have scales under there, or something?” she asked, her voice breathless with fear.

He opened his shirt, revealing his muscled chest.

There, carved into his flesh, was the glyph of the Beast.






CHAPTER 
TWENTY-ONE
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LYSSA STARED AT the scars on Alderic’s chest, the world going pale at the edges. It felt like her entire body was vibrating, and she realized distantly that she was shaking.

“Lyssa, I’m sorry.” He took a step forward, reaching out like he wanted to steady her. “I never meant for this to happen.”

She staggered back, away from him, thudding up against the wall of the memorial park. “Why do you have that on your chest?” she croaked. He didn’t answer, and she dragged her eyes from the glyph that had plagued her nightmares for nearly thirteen years to find that his face was racked with sorrow. “Why do you have its mark carved into you, Alderic? Answer me!” She shouted the last, and he flinched violently, tears spilling down his cheeks.

“Once upon a time, a careless knight was cursed by a faerie, in payment for breaking her heart.” Every word trembled. “‘As the seasons turn, so, too, shall you.’”

“No,” she said, shaking her head hard enough to hurt. “No, you can’t be—”

“I am,” he said, his eyes haunted. “Every solstice and equinox, until I find either someone who can love me for the beast that I am, or someone who can kill the Beast that I become.”

“Fuck,” she spat, as the truth sank its claws into her—he is the Beast, HE is the Beast. Fury was building within her, but it wasn’t the good, clean, righteous rage she was used to. There was despair in it, too. Betrayal, and something dangerously close to heartbreak. She curled her hands into fists, clenching so hard that her nails pierced half-moons into her palms. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I have tried the truth before,” Alderic said, so softly that she almost didn’t hear him over the frantic beat of her own heart in her ears. “I have turned myself in for murder dozens of times. I have endured the hangman’s noose and the firing squad, guillotines that never seemed to cut deep enough to separate my head from my shoulders, angry mobs with flaming torches. I have been released by baffled judges after my death sentences were served. I have been hunted by distraught families seeking justice they can never attain.” His cheeks were glistening with tears, but he didn’t bother to wipe them away. “The truth stopped mattering, after a while. And by the time I realized that you, of all people, deserved to know it, I was afraid to tell you. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing you. Couldn’t stand the thought of you looking at me like I am a monster. Better for you to make the connection after I was already dead.”

“You are a monster,” she said through gritted teeth, satisfaction blooming hot and sour in her gut at the wounded expression on his face.

“Lyssa.” He took another step toward her and she shoved him away, hard.

“What were you doing at a fucking circus?” she snarled. “Was it just something to pass the time? Or did you and that asshole in the stripes laugh when you thought about all the people poking you with a spear, desperate for a payout they could never win?”

“No, I—”

“You tore my brother open, Alderic. You destroyed the one person I loved most in this world, and then you … you made me…” You made me care about you. She choked on a sob, feeling herself spiraling wildly out of control. But she couldn’t hold back the guilt, the self-hatred, the despair tearing her to shreds from the inside. She may as well have spit on Eddie’s grave, allowing herself to feel any affection, any fondness at all, for this … this thing.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he insisted. “All I wanted was to pay you and be done with it. I never wanted to involve myself any further than that. If it weren’t for Ragnhild’s stupid bones…”

“You hired me to kill you,” she said, her voice breaking. It felt like her heart was breaking, too. Because some small part of her resisted the anger burning away her compassion. Some small part of her remembered how she had felt about him, only moments ago.

That he was her friend.

That she loved him.

“Fuck,” she spat again, covering her face with her hands. How had she let this happen?

“I didn’t know about your history with the … with me,” Alderic told her. “All I knew was that you can kill the unkillable. That you were my only chance at ending this.”

“You want me to end this?” She unholstered her pistol, aiming for the glyph carved into his chest. Alderic kept his hands at his sides, widening his stance as if ready to take whatever blow she dealt him.

“Shoot me if it’ll make you feel better. It’ll cause as much pain as it would to a mortal, if hurting me is what you want. But it won’t kill me—you know that.”

“I don’t care,” she said, cocking the pistol.

But she couldn’t do it.

Killing Hound-wardens was one thing. They were enemies of the Crown, and their bounties specified that the reward was valid even if they died resisting capture. But shooting Alderic would bring the groundskeeper running. There would be questions, and constables, and time in a cell—even if the man she’d shot was an immortal who couldn’t be murdered with a simple bullet. Lyssa didn’t have any more time to waste, if she was going to forge ahead as planned.

She told herself that there was nothing more to her reluctance to hurt him than that.

Something dawned on her as she lowered her pistol. “So, Honoria…?”

“She was trying to protect me from you.”

“But her geas—”

“It doesn’t prevent her from speaking freely to a Hound,” he said.

“Why didn’t you go with her?” Lyssa asked, her voice a hoarse rasp barely above a whisper. “Why didn’t you let her save you?”

Alderic’s face hardened. “Because she can’t save me,” he said. “Her faerie mistress can’t break my curse any more than Ragnhild can. All she can do, according to Honoria, is hide me away somewhere I can live in peace, away from humans—away from you. Until recently, all I wanted was to die, so it was easy to decline her first offer of other options. The second time she offered … well.” He refused to meet her eyes. “I was committed to you, by then. You never would have forgiven me for switching sides, therefore defeating the purpose of doing so.”

She gaped at him, stricken by what he was implying. “Does that mean…?”

The wretched look on his face was answer enough.

After centuries of being desperate to die, he finally wanted to live.

“I swore an oath that I would kill you,” she said, her vision blurring with tears, “and I intend to keep it.”

“I know.” There was no mistaking the sorrow on his face. The resignation in his voice.

Lyssa had killed for him, and now he would die for her.

For her oath.

She turned her back on him, hating that she still—still, even now—felt something for him. “I expect you to be in Bleakhaven for the equinox,” she said stiffly, trying to draw a Door on the wall; the lines were so shaky that she had to do it over again.

“I’ll be waiting for you at my manor,” he promised as she drew the knob. “Down in the dungeon. I … chain myself, now, to prevent any more accidents. I imagine you’ll have to get quite close in order to stab me, so you’ll need to be careful, but—”

“Don’t insult me.” She shouldered her pack, refusing to look at him as she knocked on the Door. “I’ve been waiting a long time to kill you, Al. I don’t want it to be too easy.”



Lyssa barely made it through the stone archway before she sank to her knees and started screaming, releasing all of the rage and hurt and betrayal pent up inside of her until her throat was raw and her voice gave out.

A crow shot out of the trees, its edges blurring as it somersaulted into Nadia. “What happened?” the little witch asked breathlessly as she staggered to her feet.

“What’s going on?” Ragnhild shouted, the undergrowth rustling as she materialized from it, a basket of mushrooms in the crook of her arm.

Lyssa ran her hands over her tearstained face and glared at the old witch. “Did you know?” she rasped.

“Know what, girl?” Ragnhild said, but there was trepidation in her eyes. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“That Alderic…” She had to force the words out past the lump in her throat. She still couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to believe it. “That Alderic is the Beast of Buxton Fields.”

The witches exchanged a panicked glance.

“You knew!” Lyssa snarled, arms wrapping around her middle as if she could somehow keep herself from falling apart. Betrayal after betrayal, lies upon lies.

“We knew he was a Hound,” Nadia said quickly. “We didn’t know he was the Beast.”

But Ragnhild was quiet, and the look on her face …

“Tell me,” Lyssa demanded. “Tell me the truth.”

“I knew he was the Beast,” Ragnhild said, breaking Lyssa’s heart anew. “At least, I assumed he was. His magic felt tethered to you, somehow, perhaps because of that oath you swore. And while it is not unheard of for a Hound to want to kill another Hound, more often than not they want to kill themselves.”

“Rags,” Nadia breathed, her eyes wide with disbelief.

Lyssa glared at the old witch. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“The bones—”

“Fuck the bones!” she screamed, and it turned into a sob. She curled in on herself, pressing her forehead to the ground. It felt like she was drowning, like she was being dragged out to sea in a current too strong to fight, and there was no one left to save her.

Eventually, she regained some semblance of control. Drew in a ragged breath. “How is Alderic a Hound?” she croaked, numb. “He’s a human.” Her shock was ebbing now, bewilderment crashing in to take its place, and it felt like there were a thousand questions all clamoring to get out of her at once.

“All of the Hounds are humans,” Ragnhild replied, her face softening as Lyssa gaped at her. “Or they were, once. Some are like Alderic, transforming into monsters until either the terms of their curses are met or they are killed by a magical weapon. Some remain in their beastly forms year-round.”

Lyssa looked down at her hands. At the dirt caking her palms. “Every Hound I’ve killed was … a human? But I thought…” She had thought she was protecting her own kind, so that no innocent would ever have to lose a life to the faeries again. The only humans she had ever allowed herself to kill were the Hound-wardens—no better than faeries themselves, and a threat to everyone around them. Even the king seemed to agree. But this …

She had thought that she was exacting justice. That she was like Ungharad, wielding her sword and righteous fury in order to balance the wrongs the faeries had committed against the humans.

Was that what Honoria had been fighting for, this entire time? To protect wretched, faerie-cursed humans from the undiscerning blade of the Butcher?

Ragnhild crouched down in the dirt beside her, grunting with the effort. Nadia made no move to join them, shifting her weight nervously from foot to foot like she wanted to run away into the forest.

“Yes, child,” the old witch said, with a gentle hand on Lyssa’s shoulder. “You have been killing humans.”

“Why?” It was a dozen questions rolled into one, because her brain refused to form the rest. But Ragnhild seemed to know what she meant.

“To end their suffering.”

“You lied to me.” Lyssa turned her tearstained face to the woman who had taken her in nearly thirteen years ago, the woman who had shaped her into a weapon of vengeance. Or so she had thought.

“Your rage was useful,” Ragnhild said. She sighed, looking ancient and worn. “I know you, girl, as much as you pretend like we’re barely more than acquaintances, after all this time. The world is black and white to you. It would have been hard for you to slay some poor human who had simply wronged a faerie in some way—you would have thought me pitiless, instead of merciful. But you are eager to kill in the name of what you think is justice. I merely used that to my own ends.”

“But why kill them at all?” Lyssa demanded. “You said they are cursed—why not meet the terms of each curse to free them?”

“Because the Wicked Ones were cruel, and made it all but impossible to break their curses. And because most of the Hounds have lived so long with the guilt of what they have been forced to do, that all they crave at this point is death.”

Lyssa thought of Alderic, who had been desperate enough to hire her to kill him. Alderic, who was covered in scars from trying to end his life himself.

She shook her head, trying to dislodge the image of him from her mind. He had betrayed her. He didn’t deserve her sympathy, her understanding.

Ragnhild patted her shoulder. “My old knees can’t bear this a moment longer. Let’s get out of the dirt if you want to keep talking. Here—help me up.”

The three of them walked back to the cottage, Nadia trailing far behind. Ragnhild leaned heavily on Lyssa, though Lyssa was barely steady enough on her own feet to support her.

It felt like her entire world was tilting wildly beneath her, trying to shake her off of it.

Everything she had ever believed was a lie.

Everyone she had thought she could trust had betrayed her.

And for some reason, her anger sputtered, struggling to remain alight, instead of building into a wall of flame that could raze an entire army to the ground. It confused her—she was so used to giving in to it, so used to letting it consume her and wipe out everything else inside her, that she didn’t know what to do with all of the thoughts in her head.

When they got to the cottage, Brandy nearly knocked Lyssa over with the force of his welcome. She sank to her knees and wrapped her arms around his neck, nuzzling his fur until he got impatient with her and squirmed away to lick her face. Then he barked and ran to the door, his tail wagging like he expected someone else to come in after her.

Alderic. He was looking for Alderic.

Her heart ached at the realization, and she pressed her hand to her chest as if it could ease her pain. Nadia and Ragnhild watched her warily for a moment, before Ragnhild suggested that maybe a chair would be more comfortable than the floor. Lyssa obeyed wordlessly, and sat at the kitchen table in a daze, staring into space until Rags pressed a hot mug into her hands.

She forced herself to take a sip of the coffee. It lifted the fog from her mind a little, and she found herself back inside her body all at once, back in the present moment. Nadia was perched on her usual chair, and she and Rags were both looking at Lyssa like they were more afraid of her despair than they had ever been of her anger.

“I want to know everything,” Lyssa croaked.

Ragnhild inclined her head. “You have but to ask, and I will do my best to answer.”

“No more lies?”

“No more lies.”

“Why did you take it upon yourself to kill the Hounds to begin with?”

“Because my mother was a Hound,” Ragnhild said softly. “And because I am half-aelf, and have the power to do it.”

Lyssa choked on the sip of coffee she had just taken, spraying her mouthful across the table while Nadia wrinkled her nose. “You’re half-aelf?”

So that was why Rags never used enough salt. Why her head hurt whenever she was in the smithy, around all that iron. Lyssa was a fool for not seeing it sooner.

She was a fool for a lot of reasons.

Ragnhild nodded, her rheumy gaze suddenly very far away. “My father was an aelf, my mother human. He … took her against her will, as the Fae often did. Brought her to his court, where she lived as a captive until she became pregnant with me. I don’t know if it was maternal instinct or love or whether she just wanted to take something away from my father the way he had taken her away, but she finally grew a spine and fled.” The old witch took a sip of her tea, swallowing noisily before she continued. “She cloaked us in iron and salt. Wed a blacksmith that made us talismans to wear to keep the faeries away. I was sick all the time, slowly being poisoned by the very things my mother was using to protect us. One day, I could stand it no longer—I left. I never expected my mother to come after me, but she did. My father found us on the road.” She blinked, looking up at the ceiling as if she might find some hidden strength there to finish the story. “He turned her into a monster right in front of me. Sometimes, if the night is too quiet, I can still hear her bones cracking into their new form. I don’t know what he cursed her with—it was in the language of the Fae, and my mother didn’t know enough of it to teach me. Or maybe she just couldn’t bear to hear the sound of it. But after years of trying to undo what my father had done, I found an old witch who had been a slave to the aelfs for long enough to learn how to decipher their glyphs. She taught me how to undo them with the magic in my blood. And she taught me about the mercy of death.”

“Lady Bright,” Lyssa muttered, shaking her head. She had never known. Had never even bothered to ask. She had been so consumed by her own lust for revenge that she had never wondered why Rags was helping her get it.

“Did Alderic say why he got cursed?” Nadia asked into the silence that followed Ragnhild’s confession.

Lyssa’s gaze darted to the young apprentice before returning to Rags. “He said that he broke a woman’s heart—a faerie’s heart, I guess. But it can’t be something so … stupid, can it?”

“Is a broken heart stupid?” Ragnhild mused. “I told you, love is powerful, and when it sours into hatred, it is more dangerous than any blade. Alderic broke a woman’s heart, and she wanted to hurt him in return. It is a tale as old as time itself. Unfortunately for Alderic, it was not a human heart he broke, and the scorned woman had the power to turn him into the monster she saw within him.”

“But…” But that’s not fair.

Whatever Alderic had done to that faerie, did he really deserve three hundred years of heartbreak in return?

Does he really deserve a sword through the chest? an insidious voice within her whispered.

She shoved the thought away. There was no room for forgiveness, no matter how unfair the reason for Alderic’s curse. He had killed her brother—killed many more people, besides. That wasn’t a slate she could simply wipe clean.

“What are the terms of his curse?” Nadia asked.

Lyssa glowered at her. “Why does that matter?”

The little witch twisted the hem of her dress in her fingers. “I know Rags said the curses are all but impossible to break, but maybe we can figure out a way to free him.”

“I’m going to free him by killing him,” she snapped. Alderic had been right, after all—now that she knew what he was, there was no way that she would be able to break his curse any other way.

“But he’s your friend!” Nadia protested, leaping to her feet. “You can’t seriously still want to—”

“He wants to die,” Lyssa lied, thinking of the wretched look on Alderic’s face when she’d realized that this was no longer the case. “He hired me to kill him, and I’m going to do exactly that.”

“But—”

“It’s not your decision!” she shouted, slamming her hands down on the table.

“She’s right,” Ragnhild told her apprentice gently. “I understand how you feel, given the circumstances, but it’s not up to you. This is between Lyssa and Alderic.”

“This is why I didn’t sacrifice anything to save you,” Nadia seethed. “Because I knew you would never do the same for any of us.” She stalked out of the kitchen; after a moment, her bedroom door slammed shut.

Ragnhild turned to Lyssa, who was still gaping after the little witch, her words like a punch to the gut. “Do you have everything you need for the sword?”

“I do,” she replied after a moment.

“And are you still willing to do what needs to be done?”

Lyssa took a deep breath, trying to steady the frantic thud of her pulse.

Would she be able to run Alderic through with a blade she knew could end his life?

He is the Beast, she reminded herself, furious that there was even a question in her mind about whether she could do it. Whatever you might have felt for him once, that changes everything. He killed your brother. Cut Eddie’s life brutally short with one slash of his claws. It is time to return the favor.

“Yes,” she told the witch. Fulfilling the oath she had made that night was the only thing that mattered. She had let Alderic cloud her mind and distract her from her purpose. It would hurt, to kill him—she couldn’t pretend otherwise—but she had experienced pain and loss before. She could contend with the complicated tangle of her feelings after it was done. “Yes, I am still willing.”

Ragnhild struggled to her feet. “Then let us begin. We have precious little time to waste.”






CHAPTER 
TWENTY-TWO
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THEY BEGAN WITH Lyssa’s blood.

The smithy table was now cluttered with the tools of Ragnhild’s spellcraft—twine and candles, bundles of dried herbs, feathers from crow and owl tied into fans. It was dark inside, the forge cold and quiet, though Ragnhild began lighting a few stubby candles carved with strange symbols. Her apprentice was conspicuously absent.

“Where’s Nadia?” Lyssa asked as she watched the old witch set up the ritual they were about to perform. It had a dual purpose—to cleanse the smithy to prepare it for what was to come, and to drain some of Lyssa’s blood to use for the forging itself.

“She said that she wants nothing to do with this,” Rags told her as she finished lighting the candles. “She feels a great deal of fondness for Alderic and wants no hand in slaying him.”

“Why does she care so much about him? Because he bought her a stupid present?” Lyssa’s nerves were frayed, and Nadia’s attitude was bothering her more than it should.

Ragnhild looked at her reproachfully. “Because she feels a kinship with him.”

“Why?” she demanded, rankled by the idea.

“You’ll have to ask Nadia that later. Now, we have work to do.” She gestured to the ritual space she had consecrated. “Sit within the circle, cross-legged, facing north.”

Lyssa stepped over the rough chalk circle the old witch had drawn on the smithy floor, settling herself as instructed while Rags donned her ritual robe and pine-bough crown. She lit a stick of incense, wafting the heady smoke with the crow-feather fan. Then, from the smithy table, the witch selected a broom she had made herself under the light of a waning moon, and whacked Lyssa across the shoulders with it.

“Ow!”

“Hush,” Rags said. “I’m cleansing you.”

That was new. “Of what?”

“Hush.”

She began chanting, and the air in the room shifted. Lyssa could feel the sudden thrum of magic pressing in on her, and when she squinted she could almost see it, like the undulating heat belching from the forge when she was working on a weapon.

“There is a powerful oath in your blood,” Ragnhild said, her voice somehow different. Gone was the warbling rasp of the old woman Lyssa knew, replaced with something rich and clear and steady. “A vow to kill the faerie-made creature they call the Beast of Buxton Fields. If this is true, speak it aloud.”

“It is true,” Lyssa said, her own voice sounding small and hesitant in comparison. She squared her shoulders, straightened her spine, and tried to summon some of the certainty she had felt only a few days ago. Breathed in deep and let the scent of the incense ground her.

Ragnhild raised both arms, holding the broom aloft. “Would you give your lifeblood to see the Beast slain?”

“I would,” she said, satisfied with the steel in her reply.

Ragnhild placed the broom on the floor to the south, at a particular angle. Next, she fetched an old ceramic bowl from the table, the bottom crusted with old blood. Most of it was Lyssa’s—they had done this spell before, binding her hatred and anger into something Rags could use, but never had it been so personal before. This time, it wasn’t simply righteous anger over the innocents slaughtered by the Hound in question, but something Lyssa hated with her whole heart.

It was, once.

She shook her head to clear it of the unwanted thought, trying to force herself back into the proper mindset. This is your purpose. You have been working towards this for a long time. You are finally going to fulfill your oath.

Ragnhild frowned. “Focus,” she warned, and bent to set the bowl on the floor in front of Lyssa, careful not to smear the chalk circle. “Roll up your sleeves.”

Lyssa obeyed, hitching up both sleeves and resting her wrists on her knees. She gazed down at the tattoos on her forearms—Ungharad’s flaming sword on her right, and a butcher’s cleaver crossed with a blacksmith’s hammer on the left.

Rags handed a ritual knife to her, hilt first. “I am going to build power, while you focus on your intention to kill the Beast,” she said. Lyssa had done this before, but the routine explanation was a comfort, a reminder that as unstable as things felt, some things would always be the same. “Let the emotions build to a crescendo within you. Let them overpower you. The stronger the emotion, the stronger our spell will be. When you can no longer contain what is within you, speak your reason for wanting the creature dead—the reason for your oath—and cut into your arm, letting your blood run into the bowl. Do you understand?”

Lyssa nodded.

“I will then soak a cord in your blood, and we will use it to wrap the hilt of the sword once it is forged. Are you ready?”

“I’m ready,” Lyssa said.

“Then let us begin.”

Ragnhild lit another stick of pungent, earthy incense, and began chanting again, wafting the smoke with the owl-feather fan this time. The air seemed to pulse with power, quiet at first but building quickly. Lyssa unscrewed the lid from her rage, letting it fill her as she thought of her brother’s mangled body, his entrails spilling out of him into the dirt. The Beast towering over them, roaring as it burst from its cage.

Understanding slammed into her so hard she flinched.

The cage broke. Alderic didn’t want it opened. He wanted to see if someone in the crowd could kill him, but he tried to do it without hurting anyone.

The thought wrestled its way into her mind out of nowhere, but once it was there, she couldn’t get it out. She shook her head, trying to nurse the hatred she had felt for the Beast over the last thirteen years.

He didn’t want to hurt anyone, the thought persisted, so she tried to bury it with anger instead.

But he did. He hurt the one person you loved most. He hurt Eddie. Killed him, tore his insides out, left you with your brother’s blood on your hands and a hatred in your heart that you will never truly be free from.

He ruined you.

Finally, the fury crawled over her skin, giving her goose bumps, and she clenched her teeth as she let it consume her. When it was about to boil over, to explode out of her in a flurry of fist and teeth, she opened her eyes. Grabbed the knife and sank its edge into the crook of her arm.

“The Beast killed my brother,” she said, and for a moment she heard it in Alderic’s voice, not her own. The Beast killed my brother at Bellgaard, the place we were happiest as children.

She blinked, her anger faltering. Alderic had killed his own brother. Why had she not realized that until now? He had killed his own brother, and then his father had trapped him inside their summer home and tried to burn it down.

Did Alderic’s father know that the Beast was his son when he did that?

“Focus!” Ragnhild screamed between chants, and Lyssa quickly set the knife down next to her and grabbed the ceramic bowl, letting her blood drip into it. As it leeched out of her, her head spun with its loss, and she felt unmoored for a moment, unreal.

With a jolt, she remembered Alderic slapping her awake while she bled out, choking on a sob as he begged the Door to open.

He saved your life and you will end his.

She blinked, her mind sludgy and slow. The bowl was full now.

Rags knelt—slowly, her knees popping with the effort—to dip the cord she had prepared into the blood. “Send your emotions into the cord. Focus them there.”

But it was a struggle to maintain her anger. Her mind would not cooperate—she kept thinking of the anguish on Alderic’s face when he told her the truth, and how happy he had looked when he finally won Brandy over, and …

Lyssa gritted her teeth. Fine. If hating him wasn’t working, she could use the hatred she felt toward herself, instead. You are such a fucking idiot, she seethed, and felt the rage ratchet back up to a level Ragnhild could use. How could you not have known he was the Beast? You let this happen, and now you might lose everything you’ve worked towards. You absolute fool. The first time you’ve felt this way about someone in years, and you chose the fucking monster who killed your brother.

“Good! Good!” the old witch cried, as Lyssa pushed her guilt and self-loathing into the cord. It began to glow faintly, and after a moment, Rags plucked the cord out of the bowl and shoved it into a special jar she had prepared for it, stoppering it up with a cork carved with spells.

And then it was done. The power in the air seemed to fade, and Ragnhild’s shoulders sagged with the loss of it, as if it had been propping her up. She put a gnarled hand on Lyssa’s shoulder.

“Go punch something,” she whispered, her voice once again wobbly with age, and Lyssa shot to her feet, storming out of the smithy and into the woods.

But this wasn’t like any of the other blood-rituals they had done. She had no urge to punch something, no desire to stalk through the Gate to the nearest town and beat the ever-loving shit out of the first asshole she came across. No—the moment she was enveloped in trees, the cottage out of sight, she let out the scream she had been holding in during the ritual. She screamed until her throat burned with it, her heart and blood on fire with it. And when the scream died, the sobs began, and she cried until she had nothing left within her.



It took days to forge the sword. Over a week in the mortal world.

Ragnhild began by preparing the items Lyssa and Alderic had collected together. The water from the lake and the ash twigs from Lyssa’s childhood home, the dirt from Eddie’s grave and the nails from Desmond’s coffin, the photograph of Lyssa’s family, and that fucking leaf—all of them were passed through heady clouds of incense smoke while the witch chanted in a language Lyssa didn’t know. After that, Rags chanted over the billet of Valdalian steel, the Beast’s claw, and the materials Lyssa planned to use for the quillons, hilt, and sheath, so that everything being used in every stage of the sword’s construction was imbued with magic.

By the time she was finished, the air in the smithy was syrupy with spellcraft, hard to breathe and acrid on the tongue, and the heat of the forge was already becoming unbearable in the enclosed space.

“Hammer true,” Ragnhild said, patting Lyssa’s shoulder absently as she stumbled out of the smithy. Lyssa knew that look on the old witch’s face—she was sapped of strength, in dire need of fresh air and a cup of tea—and knew, now, that it was because of the aelf-blood in her veins, the iron poisoning her the longer she was around it. Luckily, her work was done.

Lyssa’s was only just beginning.

Setting up her workspace held a magic of its own, a ritual that grounded her in a way nothing else could. She fetched the tools she would need from the wooden rack beside her worktable, arranging them so that they would be close at hand. Then she stripped down to her underthings, tied up her hair, and got to work.

She fed the twigs from her childhood home into the forge-fire, followed by the leaf that Alderic had pulled from her hair and the photograph of her family. When they had burned down, she scraped the ashes into her annealing bucket and stirred it all together with a stick. Next, she prepared her quench-tank, pouring the water Alderic had collected at the lake into the water she had drawn from the well out back and swirling it with her hand.

Making magical weapons required a patience that Lyssa rarely had for anything but this. After she heated the Valdalian steel and the coffin nails, she had to keep them in the forge for the right amount of time until they could be plunged into the ash-bucket. After that, they had to cool for hours before the softened metal could be worked—hours that Lyssa spent sketching the handle for the sword, braiding and oiling the leather she planned to use for the grip, and drilling a hole in the base of the Beast’s claw so that it could act as a pommel. Every step required focus, concentration, and precision, offering blessed relief from having to think about anything else, for a little while.

When the steel and nails had cooled, it was time to begin shaping the blade. Sweat dripped down her skin as she heated it all again and began to hammer the metal from the nails into the end of the billet that would become the sword’s tip—so that the iron could be driven straight into the Beast’s glyph. She inspected it and, satisfied that the weld was good, began to draw out the sword’s tang, which would eventually fit into the handle she had started making.

Ragnhild had told Lyssa to channel her intentions with every hammer-strike, to maintain the anger they had built up during their initial spellwork so that the energy of vengeance could be infused into the blade itself. It was easier to be irritated in the heat of the forge, at least, the itch of sweat collecting on her scalp and rolling down her temples, the temperature almost unbearable even for someone who craved warmth like she did. That irritation lent itself to sudden bouts of rage, when she accidentally burned herself or dropped her hammer. But it was hard to hold on to hate when the intrusive doubts continued to nag her.

Whenever they manifested themselves, Lyssa gritted her teeth and pounded harder with her hammer, trying to force Alderic’s voice—and whatever sympathy she’d had for him—out of her head. There was no place for forgiveness, here. But they were relentless, those thoughts, throwing Alderic’s words back in her face whenever she let her guard down.

Why do you want to kill the Beast? she’d asked him when he hired her.

Because it deserves to die.

She scowled, gripping her hammer tighter. He did deserve to die, for all the innocent lives he had taken. Didn’t he?

As much as I loved them and thought that they loved me in equal measure, there was always that moment when my true self came out …

His true self. He thought of the Beast as his true self.

She gritted her teeth. Well, maybe it was his true self. Clearly, she hadn’t known him like she thought she had.

I paid for that headstone—I paid for all of those headstones, like I’ve done for every one of the Beast’s victims. And I paid for your brother’s burial, too, since there was no one else to do it.

She faltered, slamming the edge of the anvil at a weird angle and breaking the head off her hammer. She roared in frustration, throwing the splintered handle at the wall before storming out of the smithy and practically running into the woods.

But she couldn’t run from her own thoughts.

Lyssa leaned against a tree and closed her eyes, remembering the look of devastation on Alderic’s face when she had killed the Hound-wardens. His reluctance to hit her when she was trying to teach him how to protect himself. It’s not because you’re a woman, he’d insisted. I don’t want to hit anyone.

He’d been upset when she stabbed her father. Had seemed taken aback that she’d punched someone’s teeth out over a coat. All he had ever done was do his best not to hurt anyone. She was the violent one, the brute, the beast. A living weapon whose entire life was devoted to destroying things. And yet Alderic was the one who turned into a monster and murdered innocent humans whenever the seasons turned.

It didn’t make sense.

It wasn’t fair.

“Fuck!” she shouted, startling a crow into flight.

“Having second thoughts?” it said when it landed and turned into Nadia.

Lyssa scowled at the apprentice. “Go away.”

But the little witch put her hands on her hips, standing her ground. “Ragnhild was right, you know. You see the world as black and white. Good and evil. It’s a childish way of looking at things. No wonder you’re so ill-prepared for this.”

“I said go away.”

Nadia shook her head, her dark eyes defiant. “Not until you listen to what I have to say.”

“I don’t care what you have to say.”

“You will when you see this.” The apprentice lifted her dress, exposing her stomach—and the Hound-glyph carved into her skin.

Lyssa stumbled backward, falling on her ass, shock tumbling away from the swift strike of anger that followed. “Is everyone a fucking faerie around here?” Her face darkened at the apprentice’s smirk. “Does Rags know?”

“Of course she knows.” Nadia plopped down on the ground beside Lyssa. “Did she ever tell you what brought me to this place?”

“No.” Ragnhild hadn’t told her and Lyssa hadn’t asked. Hadn’t cared, if she was being honest. She’d come back from hunting ogres to find that Rags had a new apprentice—a sullen, bitter girl who refused to speak to anyone for the first few months after she came to the cottage. There had been more important things to worry about at the time. “It didn’t matter to me then, and it doesn’t matter to me now.”

“You’re an asshole, you know that?” Nadia spat. “You think your pain is the only thing that matters? That you’re the only one with a past that rules you? No,” she said when Lyssa started to get up, yanking her back down by her belt, her grip surprisingly strong for someone so small. “Ragnhild told you her story, and now I’m going to tell you mine, whether you like it or not.”

“Why?”

“Because, if you’re going to kill Alderic, I want you to know exactly what you’re doing.” She took a breath and studied Lyssa with her dark eyes. “I came here because I accidentally killed my whole family.”

Lyssa gaped at her. “You what?”

“My glyph showed up when I was twelve. It was my grandmother’s, I guess, and when she died it got passed down. There’s no immortality, with ours—not like a lot of the other curses. Instead, it goes from generation to generation, seventh daughter to seventh daughter. Nana only had three children, trying to stop the curse from spreading, but my parents loved each other too much.” She wrinkled her nose. “The knowledge of what it meant died with Nana. She never bothered to tell Mama, thinking that she would be the last to bear it—not knowing it could skip a generation if need be. So, when it showed up, I had no idea what to expect. That if I couldn’t control my emotions, I would … change.”

“Into a monster?”

The little witch nodded. “I got into a fight with Mama. A really bad one. I had just become a woman, officially, and I was all over the place, crying one minute, angry the next. She said something to me and I just … snapped. And the next thing I knew, I was covered in blood, and everyone was dead.” She let out a long, shaky breath. “I ran outside, and showed up in these woods. Ragnhild said that she would try to help me—”

“But she’s the one who wanted to kill the Hounds to begin with,” Lyssa argued. “Why would she help you?”

Nadia shrugged. “I was a child, and she is merciful. You were away on a job, thank the Lady, and Ragnhild told me not to tell you what I was. That you would kill me on sight. Since I am very much capable of being killed, I listened to her.”

“Then why are you telling me now?”

“Because Alderic and I are the same. We didn’t ask to be monsters. I never meant to kill my family, and I would bet good coin that Alderic never meant to kill anyone, either. However badly he broke that faerie’s heart, he doesn’t deserve this fate. Ragnhild has been teaching me to control myself, you know—my emotions, my powers. She says that I’m lucky. That my glyph is weaker from being passed down, and that’s why I can control it at all. I turn into the crow to use up some of the shifting-magic inside of me, which keeps me from changing into anything more dangerous when I’m upset. I can’t even imagine what it must be like for Alderic, being forced to—”

“I don’t care if he meant to kill anyone or not,” Lyssa said sharply. “It still happened.”

The little witch got to her feet, dusting off her backside. She held Lyssa’s gaze with her own, her stare intense. “When you face your friend and draw that sword you’re forging, I want you to think of me. Would you have slain a scared little girl who slaughtered her family because she didn’t understand what was happening to her?” She didn’t wait for Lyssa to answer. “Maybe you didn’t know the truth before, about what the Hounds are. But you know now, don’t you? Ask yourself if what you’re doing is right. Ask yourself if you can kill Alderic and still think you’re a hero.”

“You want me to show Alderic mercy because of what you did,” Lyssa said, feeling the fury building within her. Who was this girl to judge her for her choices? Nadia didn’t know anything about her, or what she had lost. “But he didn’t just kill his family. He killed mine. And I cannot forgive him for that. I don’t care about being a hero—or whether I’ll forever be a villain in your eyes, after this. All I care about is avenging my brother.”

“Is that what your brother would want?” Nadia asked quietly, and all at once Lyssa’s anger reached the boiling point.

“Fuck off,” she spat. Nadia turned back into a crow, soaring out of reach as Lyssa grabbed a stone from the forest floor and chucked it at her.



When the sword had been hammered into shape, Lyssa prepared some clay, mixing it with the blood she had spilled during Ragnhild’s spell and the dirt from Eddie’s grave, stirring until it was the right consistency. Then she daubed it all along the blade, careful to control the thickness in the right places. The clay temper would give strength to the cutting edge and necessary flexibility to the rest of the sword, ensuring that it was not so brittle it would break. Getting it just right took all of her focus, which meant that for another short while, she could lose herself in her work and not have to think about her world falling down around her.

While the clay dried, she made the quillons and began forming the handle, shaping the wood until it felt comfortable in her hand and fit onto the tang correctly. Later, she would wrap it with the leather she had braided and the blood-soaked cord Rags had prepared, but for now she set it aside and took a much-needed break in the hot springs, soaking muscles that ached after so many hours of labor.

Long after darkness had settled over the Wood, and the balmy night air was buzzing with insects, Lyssa tested the clay temper with her finger. It was ready. The late hour suited her fine—she preferred to heat-treat her blades in the dark, since it was easier to tell the difference between all the subtle shades of yellow, orange, and red that relayed the blade’s temperature. She slid the almost-sword into the coals and waited.

Once the clay-daubed blade was ready to be removed from the forge, she reached in with her tongs and fished out the glowing metal, plunging it into her quench-tank, a cloud of steam billowing up from the water and enveloping her. She moved the sword back and forth in the water as it cooled, praying to the Lady all the while that the metal wouldn’t crack. It was always a possibility, even with Valdalian steel, but the Lady granted Lyssa Her favor that night, and the blade emerged intact.

Next, she scraped off the clay and tempered the naked blade one final time in heated sand. It was a trick Honoria had taught her, along with the even niftier trick of stealing a few hours of sleep on the smithy floor while the metal baked.

Finally, the blade was finished. Lyssa spent the morning polishing and sharpening it, then fitting on the quillons and handle. After that, Ragnhild rejoined her in the smithy, and Lyssa attached the pommel and wrapped the handle in leather and cord, while the witch stitched the sheath with spells.

“It’s ready,” Rags said as Lyssa slid the sword into its sheath. “Are you?”

“Almost.”

Lyssa bathed in the hot springs again, to make sure any lasting wounds were as healed as they could be before the fight, and pulled on fresh clothes that she could move in easily. She holstered her freshly loaded pistol, in case she ran into any Hound-wardens, then strapped the sword to her back in lieu of her pack, the hilt within easy reach of her right hand. When she gripped it, the knots of the blood-soaked cord dug into her palm, a reminder of her oath.

She met Ragnhild at the stone archway as planned, and was surprised to find Nadia and Brandy there as well. The bullmastiff was sitting in front of the Gate, whining at it.

“What are you doing?” Lyssa asked him.

“He’s still waiting for Alderic,” Nadia told her. “He’s been here the whole time you were forging the sword. He won’t even eat.”

“Well, stop it,” Lyssa said, nudging the bullmastiff’s rump with her boot. “He’s not coming back.”

The dog whined louder, his ears flattening as he looked back at her with wide, sorrowful eyes.

“I said he’s not coming back!” she snapped.

“Calm yourself, girl,” Ragnhild warned her. “Focus on the task at hand. Let go of everything but your oath.”

Lyssa nodded, drawing in a deep breath to steady the pounding of her heart, and letting it out slowly. “Let it go,” she muttered.

The old witch patted her cheek. “Try to come back to us, will you?”

Lyssa had promised Alderic that, once. She wouldn’t promise it again. Instead, she squeezed Ragnhild’s shoulder, rubbed Brandy’s ears in apology and kissed him goodbye, and avoided Nadia’s piercing gaze as she turned to face the stone arch.

“Bleakhaven,” she said, and stepped through the Gate.

She was finally going to finish this.

She was finally going to kill the Beast, and fulfill her oath to Eddie.






CHAPTER 
TWENTY-THREE
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LYSSA EMERGED FROM the alleyway where the Gate had spit her out and looked up at the sky over Bleakhaven. The darkness had a bluish cast to it, night waning into morning.

Not long, now.

To her right, warm light spilled onto the street from the Morningstar’s soot-streaked windows. The other shops in the square were dark, but there were brightly colored wreaths hanging from each door; the single gas lamp and the bench beneath it had been draped with flower garlands to herald the arrival of spring, and there were hand-painted banners advertising the upcoming festivities, to begin at dawn. While Lyssa was killing a monster in the woods, the children of Bleakhaven would be begging for candies door-to-door, decorating eggs, and racing rabbits for a pocketful of prize money.

The door of the Morningstar burst open, and someone in a hooded cloak staggered outside. Lyssa backed into the mouth of the alley and watched the figure weave drunkenly away from her, toward the forest at the edge of town. It was impossible to tell from this angle, with the billowing cloak obscuring the person’s body and the deep hood covering their hair, but she suspected that it was Alderic.

One last drink before the end.

She shook the thought off roughly and started after him, keeping to the shadows so that he wouldn’t notice her if he turned around. She didn’t want to see his human face again, didn’t want to talk to him. It would just make everything harder. But he walked with purpose, and didn’t look back.

At the edge of the forest, Lyssa stepped on a twig, and Alderic stiffened at the snap it made. She braced herself as he whirled around to face her.

It wasn’t Alderic, though.

It was Honoria.

Lyssa’s pulse spiked, fear gripping her belly in its cold fist as they stared at each other in disbelief. Were the remaining Hound-wardens here, too? Had they already gotten to Alderic, whisked him away somewhere out of her reach?

“I thought I killed you,” Honoria said finally.

“You almost did,” Lyssa admitted.

“Too bad it didn’t take,” she snarled. “You know, you’re lucky the king hates us as much as you do, or else you’d swing for what you did to Ash and Oak. Fucking murderer.”

Before Lyssa could argue, the Hound-warden spat on the ground and plunged into the forest, her cloak snagging on one of the thorned trees that populated the wood.

Lyssa caught up with her easily. “What are you doing here?” she demanded as they strode down the dirt path that wound through the trees. She couldn’t be here to protect Alderic—Honoria was clearly intoxicated, and she wasn’t wearing her leather armor beneath the cloak. It didn’t look like she had her bronze sword on her, either.

“I’m trying to go home,” she growled.

Lyssa blinked at her, confused. “You live in the woods?”

“No, you idiot.” She waved the bandaged stump that used to be her geas-hand. “Part of the sigil’s magic was like your Door-drawing chalk. Without it, I can’t get back to Faunalyn. My faerie whore,” she spat, when the name didn’t elicit any sort of reaction.

“Faunalyn?” Lyssa said flatly. “You can say her name now, can you?”

“The geas is gone,” Honoria said, pushing back her hood and running her remaining hand over her face. Her hair was a wild, greasy tangle. “I can speak to you as freely as if you were a Hound yourself.”

“If I’d known it was that easy, I would have lopped it off sooner.”

“As if that would have changed anything,” Honoria said, a sneer twisting her lips as she swayed on her feet. “I was a fool to think that I could make even a dent in the iron heap of hatred that lies at your core. You always were more in love with it than you were with me. In fact, I think your hatred is the only thing you’re capable of loving anymore. You will always choose it, over everything else.”

Lyssa scowled, but there wasn’t much she could say in her own defense—and the realization that Honoria was right hurt worse than any physical wound the Hound-warden had ever dealt her.

Honoria put her hand on her hip, looked around at the forest, and blew out a frustrated breath. “Anyway, now that the geas is gone, so are the other spells that were woven into it, like being able to get back to Faunalyn. I never even thought to ask her how to find the glade without it, just in case something like this happened. I didn’t expect you to chop off my fucking hand. So, now I’m stuck here unless I can find that damned barrow mound.” She glared at Lyssa, a frantic look in her eyes. “Do you know where it is?”

A barrow mound. Lyssa had heard there was one hidden in these woods, somewhere. They could act as passageways between this world and the faerie realm, if you got the timing right. It wasn’t certain, but it was something, if you were desperate—like so many of the remaining faeries were. It was why they tended to cluster around the mounds, hoping for a way home.

“No,” Lyssa said. “I don’t know where it is.”

“Fuck.” Honoria stormed off down the path.

“So, you really aren’t here to try to stop me?” Lyssa asked her, keeping pace with the Hound-warden. “You don’t have an army hidden in the trees, waiting for me?”

“No. I don’t,” Honoria snapped. “The other Hound-wardens abandoned me, after what happened at Liedensham. They decided that a Hound who refuses to be saved isn’t worth losing their lives over, and that a leader who resorts to abduction isn’t worth following.” She tripped over a root, glaring at Lyssa as if it had been the Butcher’s fault she’d lost her balance, and not the alcohol she’d consumed. “They were right. I should have let it go. Was supposed to let it go—Faunalyn’s rule is that if the Hounds decline our offer, we leave them be. But I couldn’t. Not this one. Not knowing how much it would hurt you.” She shook her head and almost tripped again. “I’m done, though. If Alderic is so eager to die by your sword, then die by your sword he shall.” Honoria stopped abruptly, as though she just realized what she had said. Looked at Lyssa, as if waiting for some kind of horror to creep over her face. When it didn’t, the Hound-warden started laughing. “You don’t seem surprised by that—you’re aware that Alderic is the Beast of Buxton Fields, I take it?”

“Yes. I am aware,” she said through clenched teeth.

“When did you figure it out? After our little tussle at the cemetery, Mr. Back-from-the-Dead’s miraculous recovery?”

Lyssa tried to keep her face impassive, but Honoria seemed to read the truth in her eyes and started laughing harder, the sound edging toward hysteria.

“You didn’t figure it out, did you? Oh, Lady Bright, I wish I could have seen the look on your face when he finally told you!” Her eyes darted to the hilt of the sword peeking up over Lyssa’s shoulder. “And now here you are, with that. Lyssa Carnifex, the heartless bitch who doesn’t care about anything except her oath. You killed to avenge him, when you thought he was dead, and now you’ll put him in the ground yourself. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You threw me away easily enough, after all we had been through together. Why not him?”

“I didn’t throw you away,” Lyssa snapped. “You betrayed me. And so did Alderic.”

“Ragnhild betrayed you,” Honoria snapped back, “by keeping you in the dark. By not giving you a choice. I wanted to explain it to you, to bring you to Faunalyn so that she could at least tell you the truth, but the second you saw the faerie-mark on my hand, you stabbed me, like I never meant a fucking thing to you.”

“I—”

A bell clanged the hour in the distance, and both of them looked up at what slivers of sky they could see through the leaves. Dawn was reaching tentative fingers of soft gray light over the forest. Soon the sun would rise, bringing the equinox with it—and the return of the Beast.

“You know what?” Honoria said. “I don’t have time for this, and neither do you.” Her crooked smile was tinged with a sadness that surprised Lyssa. “So, I guess this is it, then. I’d say ‘see you around,’ but I think we both know that’s not true.”

“Lady willing,” Lyssa said, and Honoria snorted.

“Goodbye, Lyssa,” she said.

“Goodbye, Honey.”

After one last lingering look, Honoria left the path and vanished into the undergrowth. Lyssa waited until she could no longer hear the twigs snapping beneath the Hound-warden’s boots before continuing down the dirt path toward Alderic’s manor, her chest tight with the bittersweet ache of endings.



By the time Lyssa got to the manor, her hands were clammy and her heart beat a frantic pulse in her throat. It was almost time.

This was almost over.

She flexed her fingers and tried the outer gate. It was open. She crunched up the gravel drive to the front door, whispering a prayer to Ungharad for strength.

There was an envelope with her name on it waiting for her on the doorstep. She stooped to pick it up, slicing through the thick paper with one of her knives. There was a bank note inside for three times the agreed-upon payment, and behind it …

Lyssa’s breath caught in her throat as she slid the paper out of the envelope. It was the deed to the house in Sunnyside, with her name on it.

Alderic had bought her childhood home for her.

Her heart was hammering hard now, her hands trembling as she slipped the final piece of paper from the envelope. It was a note, in Alderic’s handwriting, the strokes of his pen shakier than when he had first written to her asking for her services. As if his hands had also been trembling when he wrote it.

Go down the hall and take the last door on the right. I will be waiting for you downstairs.

The front door was unlocked, the electric lights cold and dark. Lyssa made her way down the hall, climbing over boxes that looked like they had been dragged out of the parlor and half organized before being abandoned. As though Alderic had begun going through the things he had collected throughout his long life and had been overwhelmed by the task.

Stop it, she scolded herself. Stop thinking about him. It’ll only make your job harder. Think of the Beast and what it did to Eddie, instead.

Shove the rest down deep.

You can break later.

The last door on the right opened onto an iron staircase that spiraled down into darkness. Lyssa felt her way carefully down the steps, gripping the cold railing so tightly that when she reached the bottom, it took a moment to convince her hand to uncurl. She stood now before another door, this one made of reinforced metal. It, too, was unlocked, and opened onto another door, another layer of protection against the Beast’s escape. Lyssa thought of the manor’s outer walls, taller than any living thing could jump, the tops lined with spikes just in case. The forest full of thorned trees to ward away trespassers. As if Alderic wanted to ensure that he would never kill anyone again.

If only he had done that sooner, she thought bitterly.

The second door opened onto what looked like a dungeon—complete with shackles on the walls and drains in the floor, just as Alderic had said all those weeks ago.

He was fiddling with one of the shackles, his back to her. He flinched at the screech of the door being opened, and when he turned and saw Lyssa, his face brightened. She was surprised by how much it hurt, the slash of his smile cutting deeper than any blade.

Then his face fell, the smile dying on his lips. “You’re early,” he said. “I was hoping you wouldn’t have to watch me transform.”

Her traitorous heart ached to see how awful he looked, with dark bruises beneath his bloodshot eyes, as if he hadn’t slept since they’d parted.

“The timing isn’t exact,” she reminded him stiffly. But she had hoped the same thing—it was harder, seeing him like this, knowing what was about to happen. What she was about to do to him.

He won’t look like Alderic when you do it, she told herself. He’ll be the Beast, and there will be no more doubt in your mind.

“I know you said not to make it easy on you,” Alderic told her, gesturing to the shackles on the wall. “But I want to die knowing I did no harm to my savior. Hate me for that, if you want. You already hate me plenty, so what’s one more item added to the list of my transgressions?” He laughed weakly, and she realized with a start that he was nervous. “They’re magic,” he said in a breathless rush. “It took me centuries to find someone capable of forging something that could contain the Beast. A man with faerie blood in his veins made them for me, down in Dansk. At least, he said he had faerie blood. I don’t know if it’s true. But what does it matter? It’s partly because of him that I haven’t killed anyone since Buxton Fields. I…” He shook his head, as though he realized that he was rambling, then nodded at the sword strapped to her back. “Is that it, then?”

“Yes.”

“May I … see it?”

Wordlessly, she unsheathed the sword and held it out on the palms of her hands for him to inspect.

Alderic shuddered, wrapping his arms around himself; he looked like he was going to be sick. Once, Lyssa had wanted him to be afraid of her. Had felt unsettled by the fact that he wasn’t. Now, his fear was like a physical pain in her heart.

“It’s not as beautiful as your knives,” he said softly.

“Embellishment didn’t seem … appropriate.” She hesitated, knowing she shouldn’t ask but unable to help herself. “Alderic?”

His eyes darted to hers. “Yes?”

“Why did you buy me that house?”

The corner of his lips curved up. “Because of the way your face looked, when we were there. Like you would give anything to stay a minute longer.” He dropped his gaze back to the sword. “If it’s too painful for you to live there, you can sell it or rent it. And don’t worry about Mrs. Jensen and her daughter. I paid them handsomely to relocate.”

“Of course you did.” She sheathed the sword that would end his life, and his shoulders sagged, as if it was a relief to not have to look at it. “We don’t have much time left,” she told him, and his eyes widened with panic.

“Wait,” he said. “Before I change, I want you to know…” He took a deep breath. “I don’t remember that night. The circus, I mean.”

“Alderic, don’t,” she breathed, dismayed. The idiot was going to make this even more difficult for her. But he plunged ahead, his voice rushed and stammering, and for some reason, she didn’t stop him.

“I am not … conscious of myself, when I am the Beast. The first solstice after I was cursed, I woke up in the forest outside the palace covered in blood and pillow-down. I stumbled home, with no memory of what had happened, to find the entire court in an uproar. I had slaughtered the girl I had slept with the night before. I had been cursed in front of everyone, you see, at a banquet in my honor, and it became a sort of … game … to see who might be able to break it before the next turn of the seasons. But after that first death…” His expression was wretched. “All of us—myself included—realized how dangerous I actually was.”

“Alderic, you don’t have to—” Lyssa started, but he shook his head.

“Please. I didn’t think it would matter—it’s not going to change anything—but now that you’re here, I … I want you to know the truth, before I die.”

She didn’t want to. She was tired of revelations, of feeling her black-and-white world dissolve into gray around her. But he looked so desperate, so hopeless. So, she gave a curt nod, and he continued.

“My family planned to hide at Bellgaard until it all blew over, but weeks turned into months and things only got worse. The girl I had killed was the daughter of one of the king’s most trusted advisors, and her family wanted my head. The king, after a time, agreed that I should pay for her death with my own. My father and Desmond were inclined to hand me over in exchange for their own absolution. Desmond had a promising military career to think of, and couldn’t afford for his name to be dragged through the mud alongside mine. My father had clawed his way to power and was not eager to relinquish it over his disappointment of a second son.” A tear rolled down Alderic’s cheek, and he wiped it away absently. “I was haunted by what I had done, despite being unable to remember it. But I was afraid. The king’s methods of execution were not exactly humane, so I … I tried to take the coward’s way out. It was only when I watched my wrists heal themselves as I sat in a bathtub full of my own blood that another aspect of the curse revealed itself to me.

“When I told my father, he was furious. I had denied him the only way to save face with the king. But Desmond was a brutal warrior, and became convinced that he would be able to kill me. So, when the next equinox came, he tied me to my bed and waited for the transformation to occur, sword in hand, ready to run me through. Except, the moment I became the Beast, I snapped the ropes he had bound me with.” He drew in a shaky breath and let it out slowly, wiping away another tear. “Later, my father told me that I had eviscerated my brother so thoroughly that he was unrecognizable. You would think I would remember doing something so hideous, but I don’t. I came back to myself the next morning, with flames eating my skin as Bellgaard burned around me.”

He wrapped his arms tighter around himself, his gaze fixed on the stone floor. “My father was the one who destroyed the evidence of what I was. Every record he could get his hands on, every confession I made, every court document detailing my various executions. All he cared about was our reputation. It didn’t matter to him that I wanted to be held accountable for what I had done. It would be too much of a stain on the family name. After he died, I realized that confessions didn’t matter, anyway, unless they led to justice. So, I took matters into my own hands, instead.” He drew in a shaky breath. “The circus was Henrik’s idea—the … the man in the stripes. I hired him to kill me and he ended up discovering the truth. Decided to help me meet my end, in exchange for everything I owned. I should have known the cage wouldn’t hold me, but I was desperate, and he was certain that it would work. I had tried a thousand other methods, and I thought maybe—” His eyes flew to meet hers, and widened in fear.

“Alderic?” Lyssa took a step toward him, and he doubled over in pain, a scream ripping from his throat.

It was happening. He was turning. She had been so transfixed by his story that she had forgotten how little time they had left.

He screamed again, and the dungeon echoed with the sound of cracking bone. “Put me in the chains,” he gasped. “I don’t want … to hurt … Fuck!” he cried.

It was too late. His lips peeled back, his teeth lengthening into fangs, his jaw cracking to fit the curve of the tusks now jutting from it. His body bent at unnatural angles as it grew, and his clothing seemed to melt into thick hide before fur unspooled from it, the shape of the man Lyssa knew blurring and stretching as he became the Beast that Lyssa had sworn to kill.






CHAPTER 
TWENTY-FOUR
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THE GLYPH BLAZED to life on the Beast’s chest, the blue-white glow searing Lyssa’s eyes. But that wasn’t the reason her vision blurred with tears.

Alderic was gone, and with him, the dim hope Lyssa hadn’t even known she’d been harboring. That maybe he wouldn’t transform. That maybe her doubts at the forge meant she could solve this without driving a sword through his heart.

She should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. Nothing ever was.

The Beast lunged.

Lyssa’s instincts screamed at her to stab it, to run it through with the witch’s blade, to get her revenge at last. But she hesitated. And in that moment, the Beast slammed into her, pinning her to the wall, one of its tusks piercing her left shoulder.

She screamed as white fire seared through her, kept screaming as the Beast yanked its tusk out of her with a wet squelch and a glut of blood. With her sword in her other hand, there was no way to put pressure on the wound, and it bled freely as she swayed on her feet, shock taking the place of fury.

Alderic would never have hurt you.

The thought came unbidden, but the realization was like a knife in her heart as the monster lowered its head for another attack.

When it lunged again, Lyssa was ready. She slashed at its face, opening a deep gash beneath its eye, and something inside of her broke at the sight of the blood dripping through its fur.

It’s not him it’s not him it’s not him she repeated like a frantic mantra, but it didn’t stop the tears from spilling down her cheeks as the Beast howled in pain, pawing at the wound she had dealt it.

It would take more than a cut like that to kill it—Lyssa would have to drive the sword through its glyph to end its life.

She would have to stab Alderic through the heart.

The Beast shook itself, flecks of blood spattering Lyssa’s face like coppery rain, and snarled.

She fled before it could lunge for her again. The dungeon was too small—she was like cornered prey down there. She needed to find somewhere she could take control of the situation.

More importantly, she needed to buy herself some time.

Because that thing was not Alderic, not even a little bit. There was no part of him that had taken those lives, no part of him that had earned a fate as horrific as this. Maybe he had been beastly, once, when that faerie had cursed him, but he certainly wasn’t anymore. And no matter how Lyssa had tried to rationalize it before, she knew deep in her heart that he didn’t deserve to die.

But the Beast did, and she had no idea how to kill one without killing the other.

Her entire world was tilting wildly beneath her feet, and she felt like she was going to slide off the edge at any moment. She needed a second to think, a second to figure out what to do. If she could just get some distance …

She burst out of the dungeon and into the hallway beyond, but the Beast shoved its way through the door right behind her, and she barely dodged its claws, its tusks, in the narrow corridor. She slashed its muzzle open with her sword, biting back a sob as it recoiled with a howl she felt in the marrow of her bones.

Adrenaline pumped dizzily through her, urging her to go without looking back.

The reinforced metal doors along the hallway were useless to her now; the Beast recovered quickly from the wound she had dealt it and was on her tail again as she ran through the next one, leaving her no time to even slam the door closed behind her, let alone bolt it. She clanged up the iron staircase and ran down the hallway bisecting the ground floor of the manor, tripping over Alderic’s boxes, her boots slipping over loose trinkets and abandoned craft projects. The stairs’ tight turns had slowed the Beast down, buying her a few moments, but it wasn’t enough to figure out a plan. She could already hear the iron groaning beneath the monster’s weight as it crested the top step. Could hear its claws clicking on the wood floor behind her.

Lyssa forced her way into the parlor just as the Beast began barreling down the hallway with all the momentum of a runaway carriage. If it came after her, she would be fucked, as unable to fight in the cluttered space as she had been in the dungeon. But the gamble paid off—it ran past her and blasted through the front door, instead.

She collapsed atop a velvet divan piled high with shirts in a rainbow of colors, letting out a shaky breath. The manor’s outer walls would cage the Beast for a little while, at least. Long enough for her to tie a tourniquet around her wounded shoulder and—

There was a clang and screech of metal from outside, so eerily similar to the sound of the Beast escaping its cage at the circus that her blood went cold, the fine hairs along her arms standing at attention.

The gates.

Alderic had left them open for her, and she hadn’t even thought to padlock them behind her.

Lyssa got to her feet and staggered out into the hall, barely conscious of her own body through the fog of dread now spreading through her. Slashes of morning sunlight bright with the promise of spring speared through the splintered remains of the front door, blinding her for a moment. She ducked outside, shards of wood catching in her hair, and stumbled onto the porch.

The gates were wide open.

“Fuck,” she spat, and ran down the gravel drive to where it connected with the forest path. There were claw marks scarring the dirt, enormous paw prints headed toward Bleakhaven.

In the distance, she could hear the faint sound of music, the cheer of a crowd.

The spring festival.

“Fuck,” she said again, but it came out more of a sob than a swear. She could picture it in her mind—the Beast emerging from the forest like a god of death, the music faltering before anyone thought to scream. The children with their little candy baskets, slaughtered like spring lambs. Ribbons and garlands sprayed with blood, trodden underfoot as people tried and failed to flee.

It would be another massacre, like Buxton Fields.

Lyssa didn’t have time to think. She sprinted down the forest path, her breath sharp in her lungs and her left shoulder screaming, her arm hanging limp and useless.

It didn’t take long to catch up with the Beast, thank the Lady—she rounded a curve in the path and saw it disappearing around another bend. Screamed Alderic’s name, to no avail.

She sheathed the sword, drew her pistol. Kept running.

The creature was around the next bend, trotting along the straightaway, slower now that it wasn’t chasing Lyssa. Its white fur was stark against the rusty red of the nightmarish thorned trees lining the path, its spiked tail lashing in agitation as it sniffed the air. When it tilted its head, as if listening to the distant sounds of revelry—louder, now that they were closer to town—Lyssa cocked her pistol.

“Hey!” she shouted at it, and as the thing turned to look at her, she fired.

She was close enough for the bullet to make impact. It didn’t do anything more than piss the monster off, of course, but that was all Lyssa needed—to distract it from the potential prey in Bleakhaven. To force it to focus on her, instead.

She pressed her fingers to the wound in her shoulder with a grimace and waggled them. “Smell that? Fresh meat. Why go shopping in town when we can have a picnic right here?”

The Beast bared its teeth and charged.

Lyssa turned and fled, luring the monster deeper into the woods, away from Bleakhaven. The Beast howled as it chased after her, its paws thudding on the forest floor, its huffing breaths punctuated by the snap of branches and crunch of leaves. The heady aroma of the woods enveloped them both, the scent of rot and decay lurking beneath the fresh green burst of life. Lyssa didn’t dare turn around to see how close the creature was to catching her. Instead, she focused on zigzagging through the murder-trees without getting disemboweled by them, cursing every time her clothes got caught on the thorns jutting out from the trunks.

The Beast howled again, and she could feel its hot breath behind her—too close. It was right on her heels. She pushed her body harder, surging ahead with a burst of speed she knew would cost her later. She was getting tired already, her head swimming with adrenaline and fear, blood loss and heartbreak.

A stream bisected her path, and Lyssa plunged into the frigid water, boots slipping on the mossy rocks lining the bottom. Her feet went out from under her and she fell hard, cutting her knee on a sharp stone. She was up again a moment later, ignoring the pain and the slide of blood down her skin as she scrabbled up the mud-slick bank on the other side.

The Beast splashed into the water only a few heartbeats after she had climbed out of it.

Lyssa spat obscenities as she forced herself to run faster, and though it didn’t do her labored breathing any favors, it kept a fire burning within her—a fire that might keep her alive a few moments longer.

If only she knew this forest better, knew somewhere she could trap the Beast. If it got stuck somewhere, even for a few minutes, she could catch her damned breath and think. Anything but this mindless, panicked flight, the monster a few seconds behind her.

Her shirtsleeve got caught on another murder-tree and she swore, yanking herself free.

An idea flashed within her, as sudden as an electric bulb flaring to life, and she looked around frantically. Spotted something that might work for what she had in mind.

Lyssa sprinted forward and then veered sharply right, toward a thicket of the thorned trees, spaced far enough apart that she could squeeze her way through, but not so close that the Beast could do the same. She hacked a narrow path between them, biting back a cry of pain as the stray thorns she had missed sliced open her skin. The creature yowled behind her, and she knew that it had gotten a taste of the murder-trees as well.

When she got to the heart of the thicket, she whirled around. It was like there was a spiked wall between her and the Beast, with more fortifications at her back and sides. The monster paced at the edge of the thicket, clearly agitated, its face already latticed with cuts. She let out a ragged sigh, satisfied to have bought herself a little time to catch her breath and think.

At least until the monster lost interest in prey it couldn’t catch and ran off to find something easier to kill.

But then she shifted her weight, the leaves beneath her boots rustling, and the Beast stopped pacing, its eyes locking onto her general location. Lyssa shuddered.

It hadn’t been agitated because it couldn’t get to her without hurting itself—it just thought she had gotten away.

And now it knew that she was still in the thicket, still within its reach.

The Beast charged at the murder-trees, impaling itself on the thorns in a wild attempt to get at her. The thicket shook as the trees cracked and splintered from its frenzied onslaught, and its bloodied maw strained for her as it snapped its slobbering teeth.

“Fuck!” she spat, staggering back and almost stabbing herself on the thorns circling the trees behind her. She hacked her way through the rest of the thicket as fast as she could, the thorns slicing into her arms as she waded between the murder-trees, the Beast making its own path right behind her in a shower of splintered wood and flying thorns. She cursed herself the entire time, her anger more powerful than her fear.

Stupid. She was stupid to think that would work. The fucking thing was nothing but a mindless creature of death and rage that would stop at nothing to get at her now that it had scented her blood. Of course it wouldn’t care about a couple of thorns in its face. Superficial pain like that wouldn’t have stopped her, so why had she assumed—

Understanding slammed into her, cracking something open inside of her. As she emerged from the thicket and turned to watch the monster from her nightmares force itself through the thorns after her, it was like seeing herself clearly for the first time.

This was what Alderic had witnessed at the lake. A brute in thrall to her bloodlust, willing to ruin herself if it meant killing the thing she wanted to kill.

He had seen the part of himself that he was desperate to destroy, reflected in her.

Alderic had spent centuries trying to control that side of him, while Lyssa wore her monstrosity like a crown. And yet he had still managed to see the good in her, regardless of the horrific choices she made again and again. Because he, of all people, knew what it was like to have something vicious at your core—and that it was possible to wrestle it into submission.

To become something better than what your circumstances had made you.

Lyssa had been so quick to accept that there was nothing of Alderic in the Beast, after the creature had driven its tusk into her shoulder, because the Alderic she knew would never hurt her. But what if that feeling she had gotten in Liedensham—that the man she knew was only one facet of him—was truer than she’d realized? She had been scrambling to figure out a way to kill the Beast without killing Alderic, but …

There wasn’t one.

Because monster and man were not separate entities—they were pieces of a whole. The Beast was as much a part of Alderic as Lyssa’s rage was a part of her. It was his worst self made manifest, amplified a thousandfold, and no matter how hard he had worked over the centuries, that part would always lurk inside. Lyssa knew better than anyone that steel always retained some of what it had once been, even when it was hammered into a new shape.

That didn’t negate the transformation—Alderic was not a monster, despite having something monstrous within him. But if Lyssa couldn’t kill the Beast without killing him, too, then she was going to have to choose: between the oath she had sworn, and the friend she would lose if she fulfilled it.

The Beast was almost to the edge of the thicket now, its muzzle a shredded mess, its fangs slick with bloody saliva that spattered the trees around it as it snapped and snarled.

Lyssa thought of all the people it had slaughtered, her brother amongst them. The death and destruction it had wreaked over the centuries, the families it had ruined. She thought of everyone she would be avenging, the moment she drove her sword through its glyph and ended its foul existence.

And she thought of Alderic, desperate to be held accountable for what he had done. A man who had been punished for his original transgressions a thousand times over, and still thought he deserved to die—even if he didn’t want to anymore.

“I can’t do this!” Lyssa screamed at the creature she had been dreaming of killing for the last thirteen years. At her friend. “So, you’re just going to have to deal with it, Alderic. You’re just going to have to chain yourself up every few months for eternity, or go live with Honoria and Faunalyn, because I can’t fucking do this.”

She threw down her sword.

“You said there was no way I could keep loving you, if I knew what you really were,” she said, her voice cracking, “but you were wrong. Because I see you now. All of you. And I still—”

The Beast burst from the thicket, its fur stained pink with blood from the thorns lodged deep in its hide. It tossed its head and crouched, getting ready to lunge again with a rumbling growl.

Lyssa was sluggish with pain and shock, and when the Beast sprang at her, she wasn’t fast enough to dodge it. It slammed into her, knocking her off her feet.

She landed on her back, the breath rushing out of her in a groan. She squeezed her eyes shut, her body tensing in anticipation. She didn’t want to see her own guts pulled out of her, didn’t want to watch herself die the way she had watched Eddie die.

“I love you, Alderic,” she managed to gasp as tears streamed down her cheeks. “Please don’t blame yourself for this.”

The Beast howled, and there was a crack of bones that made Lyssa flinch violently and cry out.

But it wasn’t her bones that had snapped.

The horrific scream that followed didn’t come from her, either.

Her eyes flew open, and she looked up at receding fur and shrinking fangs, the monster’s thick hide becoming tattered ruffles, a curtain of white-blond hair, a pale throat marred by a pink scar.

A pair of blue-gray eyes blinked down at her in disbelief. “W-what happened?” Alderic stammered.

“You’re … you’re you again,” Lyssa breathed. Her heart was pounding; adrenaline still pumped through her, urging her to fight or to run.

Alderic scrambled off her and sat back on his heels. Stared at his hands. Turned them over and stared at the backs of them, too. His shirt was torn open, and Lyssa could see the smooth expanse of his chest.

The glyph was gone.

He seemed to realize it at the same moment she did; he brushed trembling fingers over the place where it had been, a look of wonder on his face. A shaky laugh burst from his lips. “You broke it. How … how did you break it?”

“I don’t know,” she said with a laugh of her own, as disoriented as he was baffled.

She tried to sit up, grunting with pain. Alderic watched her struggle for just a moment before lending his aid, as if he knew she would be insulted if he jumped in too quickly. Once she was upright, she heaved in a breath and let it out slowly, trying to steady her still-racing heart. It all felt so surreal, and she was having trouble making sense of the fact that she wasn’t dead.

“You’re hurt,” Alderic murmured, brows furrowing. His gaze swept from her bloodied shirt back up to meet her eyes. “Did … did I…?”

Lyssa waved her good hand dismissively, trying to dispel the guilt gathering on his face like storm clouds. “I hesitated,” she said. “After you turned, I … I couldn’t…” She shook her head, still not sure how to put everything that had happened into words.

“Is that why…?” Alderic gestured to the place where the glyph had been, the hush of his voice still tinged with disbelief, and a good measure of awe.

“I think so,” she said. “All I could see when I looked at the Beast was … was my friend.” She wasn’t ready to tell him all of the things that had gone through her mind in those moments. The realizations about herself, about him. The darkness that lurked within them and maybe always would. “I couldn’t hurt you, Alderic. I … well, I…” Her cheeks went hot. Telling him now felt weirder than saying it to the Beast, somehow. “I love you.”

He looked aghast. “But I did something unforgivable. I—”

“Killing you wouldn’t have brought Eddie back,” she said. It would only have taken someone else she loved away from her. It would only have destroyed her further. Lyssa rubbed the scar of her oath, thinking about what Nadia had said—and how right she had been, even if Lyssa hadn’t wanted to see it at the time. “I don’t think I was doing it for him, anyway. Eddie was never one to hold a grudge. He still loved our father, even after everything that happened. I think maybe … I was doing it for me. Because living to avenge him was easier than letting him go.” She staggered to her feet, knuckling away her tears with her good hand. “The Beast was a part of you, and the Beast killed Eddie. Neither of us can change that. But destroying you just so that I could destroy the monster … it would have meant accepting that the Beast was the only part of you that mattered. It would have meant erasing all of the goodness within you. And there’s so much good in you it makes me want to throw up, sometimes.”

He laughed, sounding suspiciously close to tears.

“I know you would never have done any of those things, if you’d had a choice. Lady Bright, you apologized for hitting me, after I asked you to. You…” The world tilted, the edges draining of color briefly, but she managed to keep her balance.

“Lyssa?” Alderic scrambled to his feet, too, his eyes widening with panic.

“I’m fine.”

“You are not fine. We have to get you back to Ragnhild’s.”

“There’s something I want to do first,” Lyssa said.

Alderic looked bewildered and pleased all at once as she closed the distance between them. He opened his arms as if anticipating her embrace; instead, she cocked back her fist and punched him in the face. He staggered back, clutching his nose. “Ow!”

“That’s for lying to me.”

“I suppose I deserved that,” he said, his voice thick with the blood now cascading out of his nostrils. When he straightened, she wrapped her good arm around him in an awkward side-hug. “And this?” he asked, wrapping an arm around her waist in return.

“This is for seeing who I really am, and being my friend anyway.”

He pulled her closer and pressed his cheek against the top of her head. Lyssa laughed, dizzy with adrenaline and relief. Alderic laughed with her, breathy and trembling. Then their laughter turned to tears, until the sharpness of the almost-tragedy softened and they circled back around to laughter again.

“They’re going to write a ballad about this, you know,” Alderic said, and, to Lyssa’s horror, he broke into song. “Lyssa with the cold-hearted stare, there was a beast for whom she did care. It looked like a monster but in truth it was not, sir—it was her good friend Alderic in there.”

She pulled away to glare at him. “Do you want me to punch you again?”

“Not particularly,” he said, his grin lighting up his entire face. The sight of it sent a bloom of affection through her, and she let it fill her with its warmth. Let herself smile back at him.

It was over. They had done it.

They had won.

“Then shut up,” she told him. “I’m in enough pain as it is, without you adding to it with whatever that was.”



Lyssa and Alderic limped through the stone archway, leaning heavily on one another. A crow flung itself from a branch overhead and somersaulted into Nadia with a frantic blur and a harsh caw of delight that still sounded more bird than girl. The little witch threw her arms around Alderic with a sob of relief, and then—to Lyssa’s bemused surprise—hugged her just as fiercely.

“What happened? How did—”

“Later,” Lyssa said as Nadia pulled away from the embrace. “After I have a cup of coffee, something to eat, and a soak in the hot springs. In that order.”

“Hot springs first,” Alderic said, looking pointedly at her shoulder.

“You’re bleeding,” Nadia noticed with a frown. “Quite a lot, actually.”

Lyssa shrugged with her good shoulder. “I’ve had worse. Coffee first.”

Nadia bounded ahead, shouting for Ragnhild. Lyssa and Alderic moved at a much slower pace, Lyssa looking up at the soft golden light spilling through the leaves overhead. The sun was warm on her face, and her head still swam with the strangeness of it all, the feeling of one life ending and another beginning. The thought scared her—she had no idea who she was without her oath, her vengeance. But beneath that fear was a glimmer of excitement, and she realized that she was looking forward to whatever came next, as long as she had her friends by her side.

Her family.

As Lyssa and Alderic stood at the bottom of the porch steps, contemplating how to get up them without breaking every single one of Ragnhild’s potted plants, the kitchen door burst open and a bullmastiff-shaped blur slammed into them, obliterating said plants and almost knocking them on their asses.

“I’m here, darling,” Lyssa murmured as she knelt stiffly to let Brandy lick her face, Alderic kneeling alongside her so that she wouldn’t topple over. Brandy’s entire body wriggled with excitement, lips pulling back in the dog-approximation of a grin. He gave Lyssa’s cheek one last slobbery kiss and then turned his attention to Alderic.

Lyssa got to her feet with a grunt to find Ragnhild leaning against the kitchen doorframe, a smile on her lips.

“Is it done, then?” she asked.

Lyssa nodded, overcome by the pride on the old witch’s face. When she could finally speak again, she said, “It’s done. The Beast of Buxton Fields is no more.”

Rags nodded back, her rheumy eyes shining. “Coffee will be ready soon. We’re having mutton for dinner, with parsnips.”

“Good,” Lyssa said as she trudged up the porch steps, her legs and back protesting loudly. She would have given up on the cruel climb, if not for the scent of coffee coaxing her onward. “I’m starving.”






CHAPTER 
TWENTY-FIVE
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LYSSA SET THE bouquet of flowers she had brought down on her brother’s grave before brushing her fingers over his headstone. Soon, it would no longer say EDMUND CADOGAN II, with a generic inscription written by someone who hadn’t known him. Alderic had been in conversation with the directors of the memorial park, and they had agreed to install a new headstone of Lyssa’s choosing. She still hadn’t decided what she wanted on it—only that “Edmund” would be replaced by “Eddie”—but she would have to think of something eventually.

“Hey,” she said, murmuring so that Alderic wouldn’t hear her from where he stood a few feet away. “I remembered to bring you flowers this time. Well, Alderic remembered. Anyway, I … I came to tell you that it’s over. Though maybe you already knew that.” She looked down at her palm, where the scar of her oath had faded to almost nothing. Ragnhild had always said that a blood oath was powerful magic, and maybe her flesh knew that some part of the thing had been fulfilled. The Beast that had killed Eddie Cadogan was gone from this world at long last. “It didn’t happen the way I thought it would. The way I promised. I hope you understand.” She looked over her shoulder to where Alderic stood with his hands in his coat pockets, bundled up against the crisp night air. His back was to her, and he was looking up at the sky, his pale hair stark against the black of his clothing. Brandy was sitting beside him, the whole of the bullmastiff’s weight pressed against Alderic’s leg. “I think you’d really like him, Eddie,” she whispered, turning again to the headstone. “He’s a good man. A good friend.”

“Lyssa,” Alderic said suddenly, and she looked back to see her father limping across the park in their direction. He no longer had the crutches, but he moved like his leg still pained him.

Lyssa kissed her palm and pressed it to Eddie’s headstone, then rose to stand with Alderic and Brandy while they waited for her father to reach them.

“What happened to your face?” he blurted in alarm when he saw the dark purple bruises mottling Alderic’s skin. Some of them had started to turn a sickly greenish-yellow, which looked even worse than the darker ones.

“Lyssa punched me,” Alderic replied brightly. He had seemed downright proud of those bruises, and refused to let Ragnhild smear any sort of healing salve on them. All of this still feels like a dream, he’d said when Lyssa had told him to at least stick his face in the hot springs. But when I look in the mirror, I know that it’s real. That I am human, and no longer a monster. These bruises are proof that we won.

Her father raised an eyebrow, but if he had opinions about his daughter’s handiwork or Alderic’s reaction to them, he didn’t comment. Instead, he turned to face Lyssa.

“I know you said never to approach you if we crossed paths in this place again, but I saw you from the entrance, and I couldn’t help myself.” He straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin, as if daring her to yell at him or stab him again. “You said that you needed that photograph to make a magic sword. So that you could kill the thing that killed Eddie. Did it work?”

“Yes,” Lyssa said, unable to keep the smile from her lips. “The Beast is gone.” She didn’t elaborate further; her father didn’t need to know the truth, didn’t need to know what had gone down or how it had all ended. Only that it was over. “I couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you.”

He dipped his head, looked away, but there was no hiding the sheen of tears in his eyes. “I’m glad I could help,” he said when he had mastered his emotions, though his voice was still raw with them. “Anyway, I’m sorry to have bothered you. It won’t happen again.”

“Wait,” she said when he turned to go. “Stay with me a minute?” For some reason, her pulse spiked as she said it. As if a conversation with her father was as dangerous as fighting the Beast.

His expression was wary. “Sure.”

“I’ll meet you at the night-market,” Alderic said to Lyssa, as if he knew, without her saying it aloud, that she wanted a moment alone with her father. “I saw an absolutely dashing sapphire-blue waistcoat embroidered with butterflies on our way here, and I can’t stop thinking about it.”

She groaned, and he winked at her.

“Edmund, always a pleasure,” he said.

“Likewise. Put some raw steak on that face, by the way,” Lyssa’s father told him, clasping Alderic’s outstretched hand. “It’ll help the healing process. An old prizefighter trick,” he added when Alderic looked at him like he was insane.

Alderic frowned. “You were a prizefighter?”

“Might not look like it now,” Lyssa’s father replied, patting the nearly nonexistent muscles of his rail-thin arm. “But back in the day, I was a beast. They called me the Boiler—temper so hot, sometimes I couldn’t even wait for the bell to ring before I turned someone into ground beef. Got banned for it, but it felt worth it at the time.”

Alderic grinned at Lyssa. “Well, that explains a lot.”

She rolled her eyes. “Go on, go get your hideous waistcoat.”

Once Alderic was gone, Lyssa and her father walked back to Eddie’s grave and stared wordlessly at it for a while, Brandy lying on the grass between them. There was so much to be said between them, so many grievances and wounds—some that might never heal—but they didn’t have to untangle any of that now. All Lyssa wanted was to share this moment with him, the only blood-family she had left. The only one who missed Eddie as much as she did.

“We’re having the headstone redone,” she said finally.

“Thank the Lady,” her father replied. “He would have hated having his full name on there. Only your mother ever called him Edmund, and even then, only when he was in trouble. Like the time he didn’t guard the table like she’d asked him to—”

“—and Brandy got up on one of the chairs and ate the entire roast duck right before the dinner guests arrived.”

They laughed. Brandy barked, still pleased with himself for that.

Lyssa crossed her arms. “I don’t know what else to put on it, though. The headstone, I mean. How do you distill someone’s entire life down to a few sentences?” She looked at her father, at the lines that grief had engraved on his face over the years. “What do you think?”

His eyebrows shot up, and he stared at her, stunned. “You’re asking me?”

She shrugged. “He’s your family, too. Why should I be the only one who gets a say in the matter?”

He thought for a moment, running his thumb over his chin as he considered it. “That’s a tough one. I don’t know.”

“Well, if you think of something, let me know,” she said. “You could, uh … send me a letter, I guess. I promise not to burn it.”

He hesitated. “Or … we could hash it out over a pint, sometime? Say, next week?”

“Yeah, okay,” Lyssa said, surprising herself. The old anger was still there, burrowed deep in the chasms of her heart, but there was a new voice inside her now, urging her to give him a chance. It sounded suspiciously similar to a certain ruffle-shirted asshole, and it was impossible to ignore.

“Really?” Her father seemed as surprised as she was, but beneath his confusion was a tentative sort of hope.

“Sure,” she said. “It’d be nice to talk about Eddie with someone who loved him like I did.”

Part of her still hated him for what he had done. But maybe he deserved a bit of the mercy she had shown Alderic. After all, the world wasn’t black-and-white, and her father wasn’t her enemy, despite all of the mistakes he had made.

He was simply human, just as she was.

÷ ÷ ÷



“Did you and your father have a nice chat?” Alderic asked Lyssa when she finally found him in the overcrowded night-market, at a stall selling embroidered socks. He already had two shopping bags looped over his arm, and was currently scrutinizing the stitching on the toe of a powder-blue sock decorated with white poodles.

“We did, actually,” Lyssa replied, reaching down to scratch behind Brandy’s ear. The bullmastiff leaned into it and heaved a blissful sigh. Or maybe the sigh was directed at Alderic. Poodles?

Alderic returned the sock to its display, picked up a pair that featured a repeating pattern of marigolds. “And you didn’t stab him this time?”

She snorted. “No, I did not stab him. We’re … going to get a drink next week,” she said, with a clench of nerves in her stomach.

Alderic eyed her sidelong as he handed the marigold socks to the stall-owner, along with a few more coins than the advertised price. The corner of his lips curved in a barely suppressed smile, and Lyssa flushed.

“What?” she demanded.

“Nothing.” He took his purchase and thanked the stall-owner with a gracious smile, moving aside to make room for the next customer. “It’s just…”

“Just what?”

“I’m proud of you,” he said as he tucked his new socks into one of his shopping bags.

Lyssa’s flush deepened. “Oh, shut up,” she said, though there was no real bite to her words.

Now he wasn’t even trying to suppress his smile. “What? Am I not allowed to—”

“No, you are not.” It still felt strange, this sensation of a new Lyssa beginning to displace the old one. Even thinking about it too much overwhelmed her. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about it. “Did you get that waistcoat?” she asked, in a desperate attempt to change the subject. Fortunately, it worked.

Alderic held up his arm and shook it, rustling the bags. “And three more, besides.”

She made a sound of disgust, looking to the sky like she was praying for patience, but the grin on his face was worth all the waistcoats in the world. “Then let’s go home, before you find anything else.”

“Home,” he repeated, drawing the word out. As if he liked the feel of it on his tongue.

“Home” was still the Witch’s Wood, for now. Maybe Lyssa would move into the house in Sunnyside one day, but she wasn’t quite ready for that yet. There were already too many changes to contend with, too much upheaval in the life she had known. Her lumpy bed in the smithy’s loft was an anchor she found she was surprisingly reluctant to part with.

She and Alderic pushed their way through the crowded night-market toward the painted banner suspended over the exit. The air was filled with laughter and discordant music and the scent of grilled meat. When they emerged onto Wright, the street just outside the block designated for the market, it felt eerily abandoned—and ten degrees colder, without the press of bodies surrounding them. Spring might have arrived in Ibyrnika, but the nights were still frigid, and would be for a few more weeks, at least.

Alderic rummaged around in one of his shopping bags and produced a little brown paper sack full of taffy.

“For me?” Lyssa asked when he held it out to her.

“To share,” he said as she popped one into her mouth. Lemon chiffon. Alderic, for his part, fussed for far too long over which flavor to choose—Lyssa was on her third piece before he’d decided on peppermint.

They walked side by side back to the memorial park. Brandy trotted dejectedly at their heels, sulking because he didn’t get any taffy. When they got to the end of the winding concrete path at the back wall, Lyssa took out her chalk.

“So,” Alderic said as she formed the first line, the word weighted in a way that she knew whatever he was about to say was important.

She paused in her Door-drawing and turned to face him. “So?”

“What next?”

What next, indeed, she thought, the tightness in her stomach returning. “Dinner at Ragnhild’s, I imagine,” she said lightly, not really wanting to have this conversation now. She had turned the question over and over in her mind the past few days—what now?—and succeeded only in giving herself an existential crisis.

“And after that?” Alderic prodded gently. “In the weeks and months to come?”

Lyssa let out a green-apple-flavored sigh. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t plan to continue killing Hounds, do you?”

“No.” She knew that much, at least. How could she, now that she knew the truth? “Why?” she asked warily, as Alderic’s expression went from too-casual curiosity to one of determination.

“Because Nadia and I were talking yesterday, and—”

“Was that before or after you fell in the river?”

Alderic’s face took on that pinched look he got when he was annoyed. “You saw that?”

She grinned. “I saw.” She had been watching them from the hot springs above the river that wound through the Wood, her arms braced against the lip of the hottest pool. Alderic, his pant legs rolled up to the knees, wading into the water to help Nadia gather plants for some spell or another. “And what did you two talk about?” she asked, popping another piece of taffy into her mouth. Licorice. One of her favorites.

“Nadia is of the opinion—and I am inclined to agree—that between Ragnhild and Honoria’s faerie mistress, they might be able to figure out a way to unmake the rest of the Hounds without killing the cursed humans. Neither of them could figure it out on their own, but together…” He trailed off, eyeing her as warily as she was eyeing him. “Does the fact that you haven’t threatened me with violence mean that you’re considering it, or is it because your mouth is full of taffy?”

Lyssa chewed slowly. Swallowed her candy. “I’m considering it.”

“Really?” Alderic looked pleased, and less surprised than she would have expected.

She turned back to the wall and finished drawing the Door. “Really.”

It wasn’t a completely outlandish idea, and if it meant saving more hapless humans from their faerie-made prisons, she would at least be willing to try, even if it meant working with Honoria and Faunalyn. Of course, this was assuming that Honoria could find her way back home, and that Lyssa could track them down.

Alderic adjusted the shopping bags on his arm. “May I ask why?”

Lyssa sighed. “If someone had told me a week ago that I would throw down my sword rather than kill the Beast of Buxton Fields, or that I would agree to get a pint with my father, I would’ve laughed in their face. Or maybe punched them. And yet … here I am.”

“Here you are,” Alderic agreed, looking at her in such a way that she was half afraid he would say he was proud of her, again. But then he grinned, his eyes glittering with amusement. “Nadia will be furious.”

“Why? You said it was her idea.”

“It was. But she bet a lot of coin she doesn’t have that you would hit me for even suggesting it.”

Lyssa eyed him sidelong as she knocked on the Door. The chalk lines began to glow, bathing his pale face in warm light. “And you bet on me?”

Alderic looped his arm through hers, and she took hold of Brandy’s collar with her other hand.

“I will always bet on you, Carnifex,” he said.

Arm in arm, they stepped over the threshold.
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