
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Wild Hunt's Bride

        

        
        
          Tales of Thorn & Tide: The Otherfolk Romances

        

        
        
          Evangeline Storm

        

        
          Published by Evangeline Storm, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE WILD HUNT'S BRIDE

    

    
      First edition. September 20, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Evangeline Storm.

    

    
    
      Written by Evangeline Storm.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter One — The Night the Wind Learned Her Name
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The town pretended it didn’t believe.

By daylight, the bakery sold ghost-shaped cookies with too much icing, kids in dollar-store cloaks darted between pumpkins, and the hardware store taped orange streamers to its door like warding strips. Every storefront had a paper sign about “Samhain Specials,” and if anyone said the word fae, it was with a laugh, the kind that carried a little too far in a place where the hills listened.

Maeve Walsh held herself at the ragged edge of the bonfire’s glow and tried not to think about the sound the wind had made when she’d driven up the mountain road at twilight. It had been a whistle at first—then a low, hollow note that rose and fell as if the trees were tuning themselves. Her car had coughed and stuttered when she killed the engine. Now, beneath the old ash trees, heat thrummed against her cheeks, the bonfire a pillar of orange that painted the night with a running stain.

“Hey, outsider.” A voice bumped her shoulder. Becky from the café—freckled nose, chipped black nail polish—appeared with two mugs and a cinnamon stick stuck between her teeth like a cigarette. “You’re doing the hover thing. Come sit where the old ladies can judge you properly.”

Maeve huffed a laugh. “I’m not an outsider. I’ve been here two months.”

“In this town that’s an outsider. Two years is probation,” Becky deadpanned. She shoved a mug into Maeve’s hands. “Mulled cider. The real sort. Not that bottled stuff.”

“Thanks.” Maeve wrapped her fingers around the heat and sucked the steam into her lungs, trying to let it settle her. A fiddle scraped somewhere, then found its tune. Drums answered on the other side of the fire—a clatter of palms and wood that made something deep in her pulse lean forward. The center green had never looked like this when she drove past on her way to the library job: tonight the grass was trampled by boots and skirts, the gazebo wound with lengths of rowan and hawthorn tied together with red thread. Men wore masks with painted antlers and sleeping foxes; women had crowns braided with ivy and moon-pale chrysanthemums. Even the police chief had swapped his hat for a wreath of dried oak leaves.

The whole town pretending it didn’t believe.

Her grandmother’s voice tried to surface, that low, wry cadence from years ago in a South End kitchen where the kettle never quite quit singing. Don’t whistle after dark on Halloween, Maevie. Don’t take food if you don’t know who’s handing it to you. If you see riders, you look at the ground and you pray.

Her grandmother had told stories like she was telling the weather. The first time Maeve brought home a science grade good enough to hang on the fridge, Gram had tapped the paper and said, Clever gets you far, but clever’s not a lock. You need a key. Keep an iron pin in your hem. You never know who might fancy you.

Maeve had rolled her eyes and listened anyway.

Now, the cider bit warm at her tongue. “What is all this?” she asked, more sharply than she meant. “I mean, I know—Samhain. But the...ritual elements.”

“Pageantry,” Becky said lightly. “Tourist bait.” She bumped Maeve again. “Okay, okay. And tradition. We’re old here. Even when people left, pieces of the old stuff stuck. My grandma used to say the same lines as yours probably did. Salt your thresholds. Don’t look out the window if you hear hooves.”

“I never told you my grandmother said that.”

“Everyone’s grandmother said that.”

Becky’s grin tried to soften her own words. Maeve smiled back and took another swallow of cider. The first song ended; the drummers hammered an answer, a polyrhythm like thunder galloping down a dry riverbed. Someone cried the old blessings as they lit three smaller fires at the green’s compass points. Children leapt the lowest tongues, squealing, and someone’s dog barked until a woman scooped him close and held his muzzle. The wind washed over them all with a clean, high sound, and the ash trees laced their fingers overhead.

Maeve told herself to relax. She’d come because she was tired of being the woman who lived above the library, the woman who put the returns bin in order and pedantically updated the local archives while townspeople glanced at her shoes to see if the mud suited her. She’d come because she hadn’t wanted to be alone when the calendar tripped over the edge of autumn into whatever came after. She’d been a skeptic since she learned to spell hypothesis and replicate, but she missed belonging. Even if belonging meant standing near a bonfire with strangers whose grandparents had warned them not to look out the window when they heard—

A new sound slid through the drums—thin and bright, a trumpet or a hunting horn. Maeve’s bones reacted before her mind did. The hair along her forearms lifted. The second horn blazed an answer, lower, and then the wind changed.

It didn’t blow from the lake like it always did when the temperature dropped. It came down like a curtain, all at once, as if someone had opened a door in the far dark, and the smell that rode it made Maeve’s mouth flood with copper. It wasn’t the bonfire—a different thing entirely, cold and iron-tasting, the scent of wet leaves pinned under hooves. The fiddler faltered at the same instant someone near the fire laughed too loudly. A murmur went up, rising and falling like a flock startled from a field.

Becky’s hand clamped down on Maeve’s wrist. “Don’t—”

“—look up,” Maeve finished for her, suddenly breathless, and she didn’t know if she was teasing or obeying until her eyes did the one and not the other.

The riders were on the ridge.

They weren’t there, and then they were—outlined for a single flicker between darkness and firelight, and then moving, the white of their hounds’ chests flashing like torn moon through trees. Maeve had time to register antlers, not on a mask but a crown of bone; a woman on a gray horse with hair like a spill of night; a line of men and women whose faces were...wrong, not monstrous but made at angles that human bones didn’t make. The drummers tried to fill the space where silence was about to fall and failed. The horn sounded again, nearer, and every ash leaf shivered as if the note had weight.

Someone said, “It’s the high school kids,” on a dance of panic. Someone else let their beer bottle go and it fell and didn’t break—an omen, Maeve’s grandmother would have said if she still had a mouth. The police chief reached for his radio, hesitated, then set his hand down very carefully. The dog in the woman’s arms decided at last and curled his head into her shoulder, whimpering into her scarf.

“Maeve.” Becky’s breath hitched, cider-sweet. “Take a step back. Stay by the fire, keep your eyes down. You don’t run. Not on a night like—”

The horn became a command.

The riders came down the hill at a gallop that wasn’t sound so much as pressure. The green tilted in Maeve’s vision—not a trick of drunkenness (she’d barely had half a mug), but of something larger deciding that the world would be different for a moment. The bonfire leaned. Sparks whirled and then shot straight up, drawn as if by a hand. Children were scooped under arms. The space before the bandstand opened like a mouth and the riders poured through it.

The first horse plunged into the light, and Maeve saw the hound at its heel.

It was beautiful in the way knives were beautiful—sleek and long, not quite wolf and not quite dog, a dark that ate the fire it ran through, and the collar at its throat snarled in a way that made her eyes water. The rider above it wore a cloak that moved like storm, folds of shadow crawling with faint silver. He held no reins; his horse needed none. He didn’t wear antlers, but the feeling of antlers hung around him, the way the throb of thunder hung under cloud. She couldn’t see his face. She didn’t want to. She wanted—

The hound’s head swung toward her.

Maeve didn’t move. She had the sudden, alarming certainty that if she moved, she would make a sound that would not be a human sound, and then nothing good would happen, and her grandmother would never forgive her. The hound’s eyes weren’t eyes; they were the pale cores of winter storms, and something in them said name yourself.

“Maeve Walsh,” she said, not meaning to say it aloud, but the name left her mouth warm and visible, a strand of breath that the hound’s gaze snagged and pulled and braided around itself. Pressing, not painful, like the moment a nurse takes your pulse and you realize your blood is very near the surface.

The rider above the hound turned his head.

The air tightened. The hair at the back of Maeve’s neck climbed. The drums failed entirely. The only sound left was the breath on the hounds’ tongues and the soft squeal the green made under hooves. Becky’s fingers had gone bloodless on Maeve’s wrist, but Maeve scarcely felt them. She looked because the part of her that had fluid dynamics for a backbone and peer-review for prayer had to. She looked because she wanted to test the shape of the thing that wanted her name.

He was not beautiful the way she had expected—a pretty prince out of a story with an uncomplicated mouth and kind eyes. He was something you could only call beautiful because you had no other word for the force of what he was. His hair was black and wild, wind-caught in a way that wind couldn’t do to human hair; his eyes were not a color but an event, stormlight trapped and thinking. His cheekbones could have cut fruit. His mouth held the idea of a smile the way a blade held the idea of reflection.

The moment his gaze hit her face, the world made a clicking sound.

As if a lock had been waiting for the key of her features—cheekbone, brow, the line of her mouth—before it decided to open. It wasn’t desire, not exactly. It wasn’t fear, not entirely. It was recognition, sickening and sweet. A sense that the world had seen her and rearranged itself in response.

The rider lifted his hand, and the hound who held her name in its eyes sat, elegant as a cut shadow.

“Bride,” he said.

The word slid under the skin of the night like a metal fish. Maeve felt it in the soles of her shoes and in the little hollow at the base of her throat. People around her reacted—not with surprise (no one said what? or whose?), but with a set of the shoulder that had the weight of habit. Some faces turned away. Some turned toward her and then down. Becky whispered a curse that made a saint flinch. Maeve’s own mouth worked, trying to find words that didn’t belong to someone else.

“I’m not—” She coughed. The air smelled like rain that hadn’t fallen yet. “You’re mistaken.”

His head tipped, a precise angle, and the wind stroked the ash leaves as if to soothe them. When he spoke again, she didn’t know if he used her language or his own. She knew, with bone-deep certainty, what he meant. “Your name has been called,” he said. “It answered.”

“That’s not how names—” She stopped. That was exactly how names worked, in her grandmother’s house, in the tight, bright world of childhood spells and red thread. A name called was a name given, unless something stronger stood between call and answer.

Becky found her voice. “With respect to the Court and the Ride,” she said formally, and Maeve realized with a sideways kind of wonder that the girl who made latte hearts could sound like a priestess if she wanted, “the mortal is not from here. She didn’t stand in the line. She’s a guest.”

The rider’s eyes went to Becky and then back to Maeve, not unkind, never kind. “Guests are honored,” he said, almost gently. “And claimed only by right. The rite was spoken. The fire heard. The dogs chose. The wind agreed.” He gestured—not a flourish, but a command that the air had already been craving. Two more hounds uncoiled from shadow at his horse’s heels, lightless and light-edged. “Bride,” he said, again to Maeve, and his mouth should not have been able to make that word a promise and a threat at once.

Maeve’s spine found a straightness it had forgotten it owned. “No.”

A hush leapt out of the silence and made the nearest leaves shiver harder. The rider’s eyes didn’t flare, didn’t narrow. If anything, his expression softened a fraction. As if he’d been waiting for the word. As if he wanted her to test it against him.

“Walk,” he said.

The hounds rose. The horse stamped, impatient. The wind curled its gloved fingers into the back of Maeve’s coat and tugged. Becky’s grip went from protective to frantic. “Don’t run,” she hissed, and Maeve felt the tremor in her with a pang more complicated than fear. “Don’t you dare run. If you run, they chase. If they chase—”

“I’m not running.” Maeve couldn’t look away from his eyes. “I’m not going anywhere with—”

Something changed. It was subtle, almost tender. The cloud cover that had been a single thickness thinned, and somewhere, moonlight found a seam to push through. It washed the rider’s face in a cold that made the hollows under his cheekbones hungrier and his mouth more human. A scar glinted at his left temple, fine as a crack in old glass. Every part of him said force, but that scar said history. It said hurt.

Maeve’s throat threatened to betray her. She swallowed and concentrated on the tangible: the weight of the mug now gone from her hands (she didn’t remember dropping it), the heat of the fire on one cheek and the wind’s cold on the other, the ground—solid? It felt like something that had decided to be solid for her.

“By what right?” she asked, because questions were a lever, because the part of her that had read law for fun needed a clause to hang a fight on. “You said ‘right’ and ‘rite.’ Which is it? Who spoke it? Who elected me? Where is the petition? Where is the—”

“The law is older than your letters. The rite is older than your road,” he said. “I am the Lord of the Hunt. I am the storm’s promise kept. I am the winter your bones remember. I am—” His head tilted again, and something like amusement—not warm, but real—ghosted over his mouth. “I am not in the habit of reciting.”

Someone behind Maeve laughed, a single, frightened bark. It broke the spell long enough for Maeve to realize she was trembling. She hated it. She felt it in her wrists. She curled her hands into fists so hard her nails bit her palms, and the bite helped.

“Then I decline.” She said it clearly, each syllable crisp as the bite into a cold apple. “My name is mine. My life is mine. I’m not your—”

Bride wasn’t a word she could say and hold her ground.

“—anything.”

For a heartbeat that stretched a little thin, the night balanced on the back of a blade.

The horn called, distant now, as if from the far edge of a lake. A murmur passed through the line of riders—boredom? Impatience? Hunger? A woman on a white horse with hair the color of hoarfrost toyed with a knife that wasn’t iron and watched the tip of it in a way that made Maeve think of the word envy and then decide not to think it. The drummers, brave or foolish, found a slow, small rhythm and offered it like bread. The ash trees leaned in.

The Lord of the Hunt—her mind applied the title with a clarity that made her want to scrub it off—guided his horse forward. He didn’t press it. He simply moved; the space around him made room. The horse’s breath frosted the night between them and came away with a little of her own heat in it. Up close, his eyes made more sense. They were a gray shot through with silver, and the silver moved, a filament that pulsed in time with a life she didn’t want to name. He looked down, and this time when he spoke, his voice took one step toward human.

“You were not elected,” he said. “You were recognized.”

“By what?”

“You know.” A single syllable, very soft. He glanced past her at the bonfire, at the way the flames kinked and straightened when the wind stroked them. “You stood on a threshold and wanted. We are very attentive to wanting on a night like this.”

The words didn’t accuse. They warmed nothing. But Maeve felt heat anyway, of a different kind, climbing under her skin, not shame (she would not give him that), but the fury of being seen too precisely. Had she wanted, standing at the edge of the green? She had wanted belonging. She had wanted—if she was ruthless with herself—something that shuffled the cards and dealt her a new hand, because the one she’d been playing with was a dull, careful thing, and she was twenty-nine and tired of tending it like an elderly plant.

If the world was a person, it had looked up when she wanted and said, Oh? All right then.

She set her jaw. “You don’t get to use that against me.”

He considered her—not weighing, not calculating leverage, but looking at the sheen of her anger like weather. “No,” he said at last. “I don’t.” He lifted one hand as if to reach toward her face, stopped before he touched the air between them, and turned his wrist until the back of his knuckles faced her instead of the palm. A courtlier angle. A king remembering how to bow. “Maeve Walsh,” he said, and his mouth learned her name with the concentration of a violinist learning a new string, “you will come with us. You will be honored as the Bride. If you stand before the fire at midnight, the rite will be spoken. If you do not, we will ride until the wind dies and your town will not sleep for three winters.” His eyes flicked to the ring of faces beyond the firelight. “I will not kill. I will not steal. I will not ruin. But I will ride.”

Soft, small: a child cried into someone’s scarf. Becky’s nails bit Maeve hard enough to leave crescents. The scar at the Lord’s temple caught the new, thin light again, a slender curve like a question he couldn’t stop asking himself. It was intolerable to Maeve that something about him could make her ache. It was intolerable that he didn’t lie. He had laid down the choice as if it were as simple as stepping left or right.

She lifted her chin. “What happens to me? If I say yes.”

“You stand in a hall that is older than your maps and you are crowned. You share bread not made of wheat and wine not pressed of grapes. You dance until the last fire answers the first. You sleep. You wake and you do not regret.” He said it without emphasis, no perfume on the words, and Maeve’s pulse hated him for it. “You live,” he added, almost an afterthought.

“And if I say no.”

He looked past her again, briefly, to the townspeople who had arranged their faces into masks that were nothing like the paper ones they had pinned to their hair. “You ride with us until the gray of the morning and you fall,” he said, still quiet. “You fall into the space between now and then and you are carried. You are kept. The hounds will know your footfall forever and they will weep when they smell you and you will not hear them. It is not a cruelty. It is not a kindness. It is what happens to a name that answers and is not given a home.”

Becky made a small, hard sound. Maeve stared at him and wanted to slap him and wanted to put her hand on that thin white scar and say, What made you this, and wanted never to open her mouth again. Her breath steamed. The wind lifted the hair at her temple with fingers that felt like thoughts. The horn called once more, reminding them all that time was not a polite thing.

“Midnight,” he said, as if he were giving her something rather than taking the world away and turning it over. “Bride.”

“My name is Maeve,” she said fiercely, because when everything else is slipping, you draw the circle around what you can keep. “If I come, I come as Maeve.”

His mouth did that ghost of a not-smile again. “Names have power,” he said. “Keep yours safe, Maeve.” Then he leaned a fraction in the saddle—not enough to menace, not enough to invite—raised his hand, and the Hunt moved.

They didn’t wheel as a unit. They didn’t thunder. They went as if the ground had remembered a path and offered it to their hooves. Hounds flowed around legs without touching. Cloaks snapped like flags without making a sound. Maeve felt their passage as pressure, a change in the shape of the night. The riders passed the gazebo, slipped between the hawthorn and the ash, and climbed the ridge without seeming to lift their horses’ knees. Then the horn called from farther than it should have been possible for it to be, and the green exhaled.

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then the people of the town remembered their bodies. Someone bent to right the beer bottle. Someone else laughed in a way that asked strangers to laugh with them. The drummers found an ordinary beat. The fiddler, brave, played a reel whose name Maeve didn’t know and had probably known all her life. The dog raised his head and licked the woman’s scarf and then breathed as if he’d been hoarding air.
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