
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Changeling Returns

Christine Merrill

​This book was first published on Kindle Vella as The Changeling 

Copyright © 2023 by Christine Merrill

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

To request permission, email chrismerrill@Christine-Merrill.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​​Chapter one
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I

am sitting in the assistant principal’s office in my new school. The name plate on his desk says Mr. Anderson. I have to keep glancing at it, so that I don’t confuse him with the guy at the last school or the guy before that. After a while, they all start to blend together in a string of forty-year-old men with unstarched dress shirts, cheap ties, and tired faces from dealing with kids that aren’t their own. 

When we leave here in a few months, I’ll forget Mr. Anderson, too. But I’ll probably remember the school mascot. The Parfrey’s Glen Bobcat is staring down at me from the shelf above the desk, glassy eyes set deep in its moth-eaten face. It is a real bobcat. Or, at least, it was before someone killed it and stuffed it. 

In my opinion, that’s way creepy. My last school had a stained-glass tiger in the cafeteria. The one before that had a Roman soldier worked in needlepoint hanging in the main office. It wasn’t very impressive, but at least it didn’t give off the living dead, zombie vibe that the bobcat does. 

“Fay Smith.” Mr. Anderson gives the transfer paper he’s holding a little rattle, as if he can shake some answers out of it. “You seem to move around a lot Miss Smith.” He wants an explanation. 

After years on the road, I have a book full of them. “My family likes to travel.” I smile. “But the records are complete, aren’t they?” 

“Three schools in the last year.” He is tutting. He doesn’t want trouble, and he’s wondering what my damage is. Is it drugs? Is there a locked juvie record that would explain me? My grades are too good to put me in an alternative program for washouts. What can he do with me?

I give him another, special smile. “Is there any testing you need me to do, or extra work? I can get caught up.” If they bothered to test me, they’d find I’m ahead of most of the kids here. I like to read, and I like school, when the girls let me go to it. Knowledge is a precious thing when you aren’t supposed to have any.

Mr. Anderson looks down at the paper again. “Smith. That’s an interesting name.”

No, it isn’t. It was the least interesting name I could think of. Even better, it annoys the girls, who are quick to remind me that there has never been and never will be a Smith in our family. I tell them it does not mean I am going to set up a forge in the garage and start shoeing horses. It is just a common name and I am trying to blend in, just like they want me to do.

But Mr. Anderson is wondering if I made it up. He thinks I might be a runaway. Or maybe I am Roma. 

If he could find any of them, the Romani could tell him exactly who I am. But only after throwing up a ward to block the evil eye. They like my folk even less than they like petty authority figures like assistant principal Anderson.

I shrug at him, giving nothing away. “My mom gave it to me. And my dad,” I add. I can’t produce either one of those, so I probably shouldn’t have mentioned them.

He is still staring at me, waiting for me to break. “If language is a problem for your parents, we do have translators in the district.”

He is talking about Spanish. He thinks I’m lying because we’re illegals. I suppose, in a way, it’s true. There are no papers to explain how we got here, no birth certificates or visas to show. For a moment, I try to imagine what would happen if ICE tried to get Grandma Mabel to produce proof of citizenship. It makes me smile for real.

“It’s not language,” I say, trying to keep from laughing. Then, I fake embarrassment. “Mom and Dad are gone. My aunt has custody, but she has... problems.” If he thinks it’s something mental, maybe he’ll let this pass. “She can’t leave the house. Won’t, actually. People scare her. That’s why we came here. She’s seeing a new doctor.” I try to look hopeful, as if I would care if Tania got better. There is no drug in the world that will turn her into a loving auntie. But she’s better than nothing, I suppose.

Now Mr. Anderson is all sympathy. “That must be very hard for you.” He is writing something down. If I’m not careful, there will be a social worker sniffing around our doorstep before I can get home to warn them.

“It’s better than it used to be,” I say hurriedly. “The new meds are working. And I have help. The new house has room for my grandmother. She’s staying with us until Aunt Tania is feeling better.”

I shouldn’t have mentioned Mab. It’s giving him an idea. “Perhaps your grandmother could come down to the school and help sign you in. It is highly unusual to have the student self-register.” He is setting the paper down, hoping to stall until I produce a responsible adult.

Crap. When I am lucky, words are enough. But I can’t afford curiosity this time. I want to stay in one place for a while. December is eight months away, but just once, I’d like to see snow at Midwinter. And maybe pretend that it is Christmas. Although, for all I know I should be celebrating Hanukah. Either way, snow would be nice. I’m sure they’ll have some here in Wisconsin.

I don’t want to give Tania the satisfaction of hearing that I needed to use anything other than fast talk to get registered. But I don’t have much time before the man who controls my immediate future starts making phone calls and trying to fix something that is broken in a way he can’t possibly understand. 

I glance out the office window, at the bare parking lot. No trees. Not even grass for at least a hundred yards. She can’t see me. She can’t hear me. Maybe, just this once, I can get away with it without the girls finding out.

I look back at Mr. Anderson, straight into his eyes, and past them. Then I reach out with my mind and give the slightest push. “It is highly unusual to have the student self-register. But you can make an exception in this case.”

“But I can make an exception in this case.” He gives me a confused smile and signs off on the paperwork, then sends me to guidance for a schedule.

As I walk down the hall, I can’t help grinning about the blank look on his face. 

These aren’t the droids you’re looking for. 

It would serve Tania right if she caught me thinking that. We don’t have TV, and they don’t let me go to the movies. But I manage to sneak videos at the library, and pirate downloads on my phone.

Even Mab agrees that I need one of those. A fifteen-year-old human without a phone sticks out like a sore thumb. If we want to pass as normal, I can’t go totally Amish. But trying to explain wi-fi and streaming to someone as ancient as Mab is a lot like taking to one of the trees. Nothing gets through solid wood. So, they let me get a pay-as-you go burner and manage the plan myself. Most of the time, they have no idea what I’m doing with it. 

But if either of them catches me thinking about “The Force,” I’ll get another lecture about respect for the craft, and the difference between the old magic and cheap parlor tricks. And then Tania will start pressuring me, to see what I really know. She can crack open a person’s mind to find answers faster than a Google search. Even after years of practice, the guards I put up to keep her out of my head don’t last for long. 

I must never let myself forget that Tania and Mabel aren’t just strong. They’re powerful. They’re more like mountains than hurricanes. They have been around forever and can’t be moved. If they want something big, they can wait centuries until the rest of the world gives up fighting. But if it’s small, like a person’s freedom, it only takes them a blink, or a twitch of the pinky and they’ll have you. 

And for some reason, they wanted me. I can’t remember the details, but I know I was little when it happened. Maybe three or four. I was either too young or too stupid to get the whole “stranger danger” thing. Did a rosy-cheeked granny offer me some candy? That’s Mab’s gig, being sweet and old and harmless, right before dropping the hammer. One Starlight Mint from her would have been enough to catch a little kid.

Rule 1

Don’t eat or drink in the company of fairies. Just don’t. One bite and you’ll be trapped like a bug in a jar.

Or did I go with a pretty lady who smiled at me at a mall? That’s Tania’s trick, being too pretty to resist. She could have held out her hand, and I would have followed her without looking back. 

Rule 2 

Don’t go into the light. Or the water. 

The Folk love to trick travelers. Usually, they don’t even bother to appear in physical form. All they have to do is find a person who’s a little bit lost, throw up a glamour and a couple of fairy lights, and sit around to watch the fun. If you’re lucky, they only make your life a little bit worse. 

The Folk think that bitch of a Fey who figured out how to enchant a GPS is hysterical. Talented too, since she had to overpower the tech to do it. No one has owned up to it, but I think it was probably Mab. It’s her style.

But even Mab thinks twice about laughing at Jenny Greenteeth and the rest of the water hags. Air spirits need to breathe just as much as we do. But Jenny and her kin have gills like fish, and they are none too particular about who they drag under, if you catch sight of them and are dumb enough to lean over the water. 

Or maybe, when I was taken, it wasn’t my fault at all. Maybe my mother was tired of having to take care of a snot-nosed little girl and wished on the wrong star. Because there are lucky ones and unlucky ones. And you never know, when you make those wishes, who might be listening.

Rule 3

Be careful what you wish for.

If you wish for something, and a fairy hears you, they’ll grant the wish in the worst possible way. If you trade with them, you’ll get dandelions, not gold, and elm leaves instead of dollars. The same goes for sleeping with them. Go to bed with a pretty girl and wake up with a little less of your soul than you had when you laid down. Maybe not enough to miss. But if Tania held on to any one man long enough, she would suck him dry.

People always want something for nothing. Fairies give just the opposite. But, like I was saying, I have no idea how I ended up here, and not as particle in some nuclear family with a mini-van and a house in the ‘burbs. Either I was too little to remember, or they’ve enchanted the details right out of my head. But I’m pretty sure my name isn’t really Fay. To have that name and then get taken by the fairies would show Alanis Morissette what irony really means. 

Most likely, somebody broke one of the big three rules, and I paid the consequences. But sometimes, late at night when I’m lying in bed listening to the night songs, I worry that it wasn’t a mistake. Maybe my parents just didn’t want me. Maybe they took me, and my real family just went on with their lives as if I’d never been part of it.

That’s why I don’t look back. Maybe my parents had me and gave me away. Maybe, like Tania says, they just didn’t care. I don’t want to know. Because, maybe, just this once, she’d be telling the truth. And what would be the point? No one from my life before could help me, even if they wanted to. Mab and Titania, the two most powerful fairies in the Unseelie Court have taken me as their daughter. 

When the Fair Folk have a changeling, it’s usually as a pet or a slave. But they’ve been tending me like mortals tend a garden, funneling power into me, turning me into something not quite normal. It’s the sort of magic that only works when you get a human baby and work on it for twelve years or so. That’s a blink of an eye to them. But to me? It feels like forever.

I hate what they’ve done to me. And I hate them. Whatever they want from me in the future, it won’t be good.
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​​Chapter two
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W

e are staying in a nicer house than usual. It’s old, the way they like it, with brass hinges and knobs. Well water with copper piping and wiring. The Fair Folk can’t stand iron. They hate being anywhere near it, since even an accidental touch burns them like it’s still fresh from the forge. 

As always, Mab will complain that the iron nails holding the house together give her a headache, but I’m not buying it. I have seen her use a microwave. If plastic buttons and a thin pair of gloves are enough to shield her skin, there is no way that nails buried in the wood are a serious problem.

And it bothers me to do homework by candlelight without internet access. Not that anyone here cares.

The new house has an oak tree in the backyard, which is all Mab really cares about. She was in love with an oak tree once. Or the spirit in it, anyway. I’ve seen the way she stares at the tree in our new back yard. It’s been hundreds of years since they chopped down her last boyfriend, but she’s still hoping to get lucky. 

Tania doesn’t care about the tree or anything else. She looks at this house like she looks at every other house in the mortal world. Like she’s slumming. If it isn’t a palace, it is not quite good enough for her.

Except for the fact that they’ve got me living in the stone age, I kind of like it here. It’s a nice, old house. The roof doesn’t leak. There is a wide oak stair up the middle of the front hall with a newel post carved like an acorn. It could all use a coat of paint, and maybe to be checked for lead and asbestos. But it’s pretty and the beds are comfortable. 

But then, the beds are always comfortable. Dreams are important to the Fair Folk. They can sleep for years, if necessary (like cats). And since they are all about personal comfort (also like cats), they like a good mattress. 

When I come through the front door after school, I yell, “Hi, everybody, I’m home!” It makes things feel more normal. But it doesn’t matter whether I say anything or not. With the number of ley lines running under this house, they could have felt me coming for miles.

For those of you who can’t feel them, it’s hard to explain ley lines. There is a sort of power grid that runs the earth, just the way electricity runs the mortal world. Or maybe it’s that the earth is alive, and these are the veins and arteries pumping the magic around. But this house is sitting near an intersection point. The old girls can draw power from it. They can also use it like a spider uses a web, to feel the changes in the area. With the little bit of magic I have, they can feel me walking the web, and track me.

Anyway, I usually yell hello, when I come in. It’s not as if anyone cares how the first day of school went. As far as they are concerned, the only lessons that matter are the ones I learn from them. But sometimes, I like to pretend that my life is normal, just for a minute. 

Tania is in the kitchen, even though she is the least motherly being in the world. If you saw her, you’d think she was a runway model. But if you could look past the glamour, you’d see she wasn’t just beautiful, but something beyond that. She’s like a Photoshopped magazine cover came to life. Her neck and legs are elegant, but too long to be real. Her skin is perfect, as smooth as stone, and almost as cold. The rest of her can be anything she wants to be, depending on her mood. This month, her hair is long and mink brown, and her eyes are Siamese cat blue. 

She thrusts a goblet in my direction. “Drink this, Child.” She always calls me that. Sometimes, I wonder if she even knows my name, or has forgotten it, along with the one I made up for myself. I haven’t been a child for quite a while now. But until she can get me to prove my power to her, I won’t be an adult. 

That’s a pretty good reason not to grow up. 

“I’m not thirsty,” I say and try to walk past. 

Tania gives me a look and pushes the glass into my hand. Her look is a push even smaller than I gave Mr. Anderson, and I could fight it if I wanted to. But then, she’d push harder and force me to do what she wanted. And it wouldn’t just be taking the drink. It might be something much worse, like cleaning the toilets with my toothbrush, just awake enough to hate my weakness, but unable to do anything about it. 

She isn’t offering an after-school snack. It’s just another sign of my captivity. The drink is enchanted, just like all fairy food. It makes it so I’ll never get so strong as to try to escape. The cumulative effects of eating and drinking what they give me for the last twelve years, are the reason I take it now. It’s like a drug, and I’m hooked. I have no choice. I drink.

I know better than to ask what is in it. Fruits and berries, probably. May wine. Definitely not blood. The iron in that interferes with the magic. By and large, Tania and the rest of the Fair Folk are vegetarian. 

As it always does, the stuff in the cup tastes like the best thing I’ve ever had. Against my better judgment, I am relaxing. My mind might try to tell me otherwise, but my spirit thinks I’m home.

With the lethargy, I can feel the spell in my blood. I analyze it, as it passes through my system, trying to figure out how it works. Once I know that, I can start figuring out how to break it. 

Tania is watching closely, searching for evidence that it is working as it should and I haven’t learned to fight. 

I smile and shrug. Then I stick my tongue out at her and let the last sip dribble down my chin. 

She says something in the old tongue, half invocation, and half curse. 

Instinctively, I shield myself. But the anger is not directed at me this time. It is at the world in general. I can feel the curse, hanging like a small black cloud before it fades.

“There were no problems?” she says, frowning. She doesn’t want to have to go into the school and fix things if I’ve made a mess of it. She’s had to do that before and it never goes well.

“They asked after you,” I say. “I told them you were sick.” 

She nods and goes back to ignoring me. 

Which is just fine by me. It is my job, as it has been from the first, to be the buffer between Tania and the unpleasantness of the human world. When she does brush up against it, we generally have to move. 

It’s not that she’s not good with people. She’s a little too good. She can make them do whatever she wants. But she bores easily. And when she forgets to maintain the glamour, there’s hell to pay. Sooner or later, the money she spent somewhere turns back into elm leaves, and someone starts to wonder. Or maybe she seduces the husband of a school board member, or the local minister. Then, we move. We’re never in the same place for long.

It’s how I lost track of my past. At least, that’s part of it. I am pretty sure there was a real family once. I think I can remember having a mommy and daddy. And there was a park with a swing. But not school, or anything. I was too small for that. Sometimes, when the magic in me is fresh, I can use a little of it for myself. I try to conjure a bit of the past, instead of just remembering. 

There was a tree in the house. The biggest, brightest, most wonderful thing I’d ever seen. With electric lights and decorations. And Santa was coming.

So. Not Jewish, I guess. 

I don’t think I’m just making it up. I’m looking at the tree from the underside, like I’m short. Maybe two or three. I can smell pine and something else. Cookies, I think. I haven’t tasted a real cookie in years, but I can taste them now, sweet enough to make the drink she gave me seem like vinegar. 

Don’t all the ads and songs claim Christmas has magic? Maybe that’s what I’m tapping into. I’m using whatever it is humans use. In my mind, the little girl I was starts to cry. Arms are reaching down to comfort me.

And then, it’s gone, and I’m back in the kitchen with Tania, feeling empty. 

It’s not that Tania and Mab never decorate for the holidays. But it’s not Christmas. A fairy Yule is wild and beautiful and as cold and empty as they are. Bringing nature indoors is definitely their thing. The tree is so cold it still has frost. Icicles are, well, they are icicles. And the lights are fairy fire, or maybe the last of the summer fireflies, held prisoner. I feel sorry for them. But what does a fly know about being a prisoner?

Not as much as I do, that’s for sure. 

Mab comes into the kitchen, smiles at me. Mab is short and plump and pink with silver hair and turquoise blue eyes. She is soft and round in all the ways that Tania is sharp and graceful. She looks like everyone’s favorite Grandma. But it is all an illusion, just like Tania’s looks. On the inside, she’s hard and cold and alien. She’s older than Tania. Mab is the true queen of the Fair Folk. And she is much better at hiding what she is. 

“How was your day, dear one?” She takes my hand and kisses me on the forehead, and I feel a brief rush of power, like the click of a deadbolt, locking my free will away for the night.

I want to rattle that door, to see if I can pick the lock. Maybe tonight, when they are not staring right at me.

“How was my day?” I play along and pretend she cares. “I’m in English lit again. We’re studying Spenser. The Faerie Queene.”

For a moment, her smile is real. “Such a sweet boy. They said he wrote that poem for Elizabeth. But he called me Gloriana, when we were together.”

Tania whispers another curse, under her breath. She is as jealous as she is beautiful. If they weren’t stronger together, she would try to destroy Mab and rule alone.

Mab isn’t bothered. “Don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll read Shakespeare, as well. Puck and Bottom, the ass. And you, Titania, darling.”

There is another curse and a flash of light, and the two of us are alone in the kitchen.

Mab smiles. “So sensitive, that one.”

“Because you pick on her,” I say. It’s not like I care. Tania has no tender feelings to protect. But I like playing the two of them off against each other, almost as much as they like to fight.

“She is too proud. It is a weakness.” Mab gives me a thoughtful look. “You will be smarter, I think. But that is its own source of pride.” I’m not any kind of threat. But right now, she’s thinking ahead to how she’ll take me apart, when that day arrives. That’s how she’d made it as long as she has, by thinking a hundred moves ahead.

I shift my books in my arms. “There’s no harm in being smart with the mortals, is there? It’s bad enough being the new girl. I don’t want to have to be the dumb one, too.”

“Read your books.” She glances at the spine of the one on top. “Apply your calculus practically.”

“Practical Applications in Calculus,” I say. “It means rules. Sort of.” I bite my tongue. Why do I bother to explain things they don’t get? It’s like teaching English to stupid kids. And if they get it, it will only give them more power over me.

It doesn’t matter. Like I said, she doesn’t care.

“Do what is expected of you. But do not sink to their level.” She’s smiling now. She likes it when I talk about people as if I’m no longer one of them.

I take my books, and go to my room, still tasting cookies. 
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T

he bell rings and day two is over. 

It went okay, I guess. After looking at my transcripts, Anderson put me in mostly junior level courses. He could probably move me all the way to being a senior, and I could still keep up. Like Mab said, I’m smart. I’ve also taken some of these classes three times already, while moving from school to school. With no TV in the house, there’s lots of time to study. 

I have to go to the library to use the internet since I don’t have enough data on my phone. It cuts down on the amount of time I can spend looking at cat pictures.

When the girls first took me, they were annoyed to find that I needed schooling at all. They seem to have been born knowing the things they needed. What they teach me of the craft seems to come more by osmosis than anything else. If you hang around with the old ones long enough, you just sort of pick it up without trying.

Unless they put the ability in my food, along with the spells of control. For all I know, they’ve been fattening me on magic since the day they took me, like a prize pig. It would explain a lot.

But as far as going to school and learning things? They are at a loss. If they don’t know it, they don’t need it. It would be a weakness, except they have been around so long they know quite a bit. Mab especially. She is less impetuous than Titania. She’s at least willing to admit that there are things she might need that I would only be able to get from the mortal word.
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