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Elowen woke to hoofbeats threaded through birdsong, a rhythm that didn’t belong to roads or farms or anything sensible. Midsummer had always had a bright, feral edge in the valley, but this morning it cut cleaner, horn-notes pouring over the ridge like water from a tilted bowl. She lay still in her narrow bed with the window cracked to the birchline and let the sound go through her; her pulse matched it before she meant it to. Then curiosity rose like it always did, getting her up, getting her into her worn runner’s shorts and a linen shirt that still smelled faintly of last night’s rain.

The air was cool against her calves as she stepped outside. Mist clung to the ditch and made halos of spider silk. On the ridge, figures wavered—lithe shapes with bright reins and brighter hair, cloaks like smoke plumes thrown over a wind. Hooves struck granite. Antler tines flashed the way knives flash, not with threat, but with the knowledge of sharpness.

They drew up as she climbed the last of the path. The horses weren’t all horses; she knew that even before she was close enough to see the extra joint or the shadowed second heart where a chest should not have had one. The riders had eyes in mortal colors and not-mortal ways of looking. She felt seen in the way a library felt seen when someone came in from rain and chose a book on purpose.

He was in front, not because he pushed forward, but because the rest of them leaned toward the space he occupied. Not a king and not not one—antlers sweeping back like a crown they hadn’t built and couldn’t take off, hair the color of iron in stormlight, a mouth that understood both kindness and mischief. He dismounted without a sound and inclined his head to her like she was the one with the court.

“Elowen,” he said. Her name in his mouth was a kind of weather. “We ride today.”

“The Hunt.” She tasted the capital in it. “You don’t usually come down this far.”

“We change routes when there’s permission,” he said. His smile didn’t show teeth. “And when we hear of a runner who takes the hills like a rumor.”

She should have laughed. Instead she felt the smallest ache at the base of her throat, as if words were an arrowhead lodged there. “What do you want with a librarian?”

“Librarians keep rules,” a woman to his left said, restless on a mare whose mane braided itself. “Also secrets, and the shape of what has been. We like people who can hold a line.”

He stepped closer, his boots making the scrub whisper. He smelled like wind through old velvet, like the metal tang that isn’t blood and isn’t rain but lives somewhere between them. “We choose prey,” he said, gentle as a page turned. “You’ve been marked.”

She felt it then, a cool brush at her collarbone, like a fern tip after a storm. She glanced down; beside the hollow of her throat a sigil shimmered no brighter than dew—a crescent etched within a circle, gone if she blinked, back if she breathed.

“What if I say no?” she asked, and marveled that her voice was steady. The high weightless feeling inside her wasn’t fear, not exactly. It was like waiting on the starting line with the air taut around her and the road stretched gray and unjudging ahead.

“Then we ride elsewhere,” he said, immediately, relief in the quick curve of his mouth, like that was the answer he most wanted her to know. “We are only what we are because rules are held. We run with consent or not at all.”

Her lungs loosened. Something in her that had been braced for a fight quietly sat down. “And if I say yes?”

“Then we chase you. We ask. We don’t take.” He lifted his palm, open. “If we catch you, we ask what you want and we give it, within your limits. If we don’t, you take a favor from us.” His eyes were a storm seen from a safe porch. “You can propose variations. We’re very fond of negotiating.”

The others laughed, not unkindly. A dark-haired rider with freckles like spilled cinnamon leaned on her horn and said, “He means he is fond of negotiating. The rest of us like the part where we make noise.”

Elowen let a smile back into her mouth and then out again. She thought of all the days she ran the paths alone. She thought of all the times she’d made herself small to fit a room, a job, a conversation. She thought of the way her hands had shook when she’d said no to something once and how the no had tasted holy.

“What are you called?” she asked, though she suspected she knew.

He bowed, but not deeply, the way a creek bends without breaking. “Ciaran.”

And the name held weather, too. She rolled it in her mouth silently and liked the way it struck the back of her teeth.

He waited. It made his rank visible, that ease with waiting, that absence of pressure. The Hunt, behind him, had gone quiet. Hoof scuffs and music stilled at a breath. The mist rose and thinned, and the sun limned the tips of his antlers in a soft fire.

“Let’s talk terms,” she said.

They moved to the ridge, where the valley showed its stitched seams—stone lines, hedgerows, the pale flash of the river like a torn ribbon. They stood close enough that she felt his warmth through her shirt when the wind lifted. He didn’t reach for her. She liked that almost as much as she liked the idea of him reaching.

“Safeword,” she said first, because librarians loved spines that didn’t crack.

“Choose,” he said.

“Thicket.”

“I’ll hold it,” he said. “Say it, and any of us will stop. Say it, and I stop even if you only whisper. Say it, and we stop the Hunt if you need it that way.”

Her shoulders fell, a surrender not of control but of the need to guard every edge alone. “Limits,” she said. “No shifting during...intimacy. No public sex. No binding magic. If I’m caught, only you touch me. Condoms.”

It felt strange and right to be this explicit with a creature whose shadow flickered wrong against stone. He took each term like a bead and threaded it where she could see. “Agreed,” he said. “My limits: I won’t pin you without asking. I won’t take you from behind unless you ask. Aftercare is not negotiable—blankets, water, praise, human warmth. I can offer tea, too, but I have been told it tastes like a fallen log.”

She laughed, bright and unexpected. The riders nearest them smiled as if the sound belonged to their kind of magic. “What do you want?” she asked, because fairness mattered even with fae and hunts and crowns of horn. “What does the Hunt get?”

His eyes softened, and for a breath he looked very nearly boyish, as if the antlers were a costume and the power something he shrugged on for work. “We want the running,” he said. “The clean line of it. The choice. The chance that someone brilliant will say yes and then test us. We want to be trusted and to prove worthy. And—” He watched her as if she were the horizon cloud he’d been reading all week. “I want the moment where you are laughing and looking over your shoulder and you know I can keep pace, and you like that.”

Heat rose in her chest, not shameful, not hidden. She let it be seen. “I accept,” she said, and there was the arrowhead again, loosening, sliding free. “I like the chase. I like the edges of it. But I want the capture to be careful.”

“Careful,” he echoed, the word almost reverent. “Yes.”

He lifted one arm then, but not to touch; he signaled behind him without looking, and the Hunt shivered into readiness. Music braided with breath. A dozen different hoofbeats found a rhythm that wasn’t quite earthly. Far out on the meadows, two hares tensed, then bounded in delicate panic, as if the air had told them a story and they understood enough to move to the next page.

“This is the part,” Ciaran said softly, “where I tell you we’ll slow at every choice-point. If you jump a creek, I won’t jump it until your feet are set. If you fall, I stop and ask. If you want me to catch you, you can tell me with your hand, or your mouth, or your word, and I’ll ask anyway. If you change your mind, you can change your mind. I won’t make you prove a no.”

She swallowed. Wind threaded her hair across her cheek; he let it, made no move to tuck it behind her ear, and the restraint went through her like a key turning. “And if I win?”

“Then you ask a favor and we give it,” he said. “Knowledge, a blessing, a path opening. We are old and we owe a lot and we like to pay it.”

She looked at his mouth. She looked at his hands, at the capable quiet there. She looked at the valley she knew in muscle and breath. “I want to set the route if I ride next year,” she said, surprising herself again, both with the assumption there would be a next year and with the pronoun she’d chosen.

A grin touched the edges of him, ungovernable. “If you ride, you choose,” he said. “That’s the only way to lead.”

“Then I’ll run.”

He bowed his head as if a crown had been added rather than removed. “Run.”

She ran.

The first step was always the lie. She knew that. Muscles cooled by dew remember sleep; the body says I am not built for this, not today, please, and then the second step argues back, kind and relentless. By the third she was warmed. By the fifth there was no part of her that wanted anything but the next footfall and the next one and the next.

She cut left at the stone pile because left was longer and meaner and washed out from spring floods, and she wanted to see how the Hunt danced over bad footing. Hooves rang behind her and then muffled as they hit moss. A horn sang once—one pure note that found each birch and made it shiver. Her lungs were bellows, her legs lit ropes. Her heart was a hand around a skylark.

They did slow at the creek. She glanced back as she leapt and saw him draw his mount up to a proud prance and let her take space. He wasn’t showy; even his grace was private. She hit muddy bank, slipped, and caught a birch root with her palm. For the childish joy of it she slid on purpose three more steps, left a mark of herself on the earth because consent felt like leaving a name where it belonged.

She heard him land after she was stable. He made the old lazy sound you make for green horses, a kind of hhrrgh through his teeth, and one of the skittish mounts behind him settled. He was doing three kinds of leadership at once—keeping speed, keeping watch, keeping calm—and something in her cataloged that like a perfect paragraph.

At the meadow’s hem she cut right, tight around the snag, and laughed when a rider cursed and had to take the wide. The curse changed to applause. The hornline echoed her laugh back to her. Delight made her reckless; she took the fence without testing it, cleared it by a thumb’s width, rolled on the impact, popped up, and kept going with grass seeds stuck to her knees.

His voice came then, low and close, not catching her, not even reaching—just making the air near her aware. “Good.”

She wanted the word where it would bruise. She told herself sternly that she wanted it everywhere else too.

The sun climbed and the mist burned into absence. The valley widened. She wore the road for a while, not because she liked roads but because the soft shoulder there was easier on her ankles. Once, a fox watched from a gate. Once, an old woman in a porch chair raised two fingers, first and second, in that ancient blessing against and for what moves fast; Elowen returned the sign and the woman smiled as if a bargain she’d made long ago had come good.

She tripped when she meant to.

She had seen the chance—a coil of root half-bared by last week’s storm, a clean flat patch after it, room to roll or to sprawl. Her body is honest with her when she asks it for risk. She let her toe catch, let herself go, let dirt get in her nails and laughter get in her throat. When she hit the ground, she lay very still, not because she couldn’t move, but because stillness is a kind of language between predators and prey that isn’t about hurt.
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