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        Sansevieria, Faerie

        732nd Year of Queen Eadoin’s Glorious Reign

      

      

      
        
        Numbers continue to dwindle. There have been fewer than a handful of healthy births in the last twelvemonth, and fears are rising. Once, twenty or thirty would have been considered typical. That things have changed so quickly is certainly of great concern.

        Queen Eadoin meets daily with advisors, discussing options, though the few we have seem futile. What resources the court can spend in investigating the reduction in birth rates have already been utilized. As a last resort, the Queen’s Spy was sent to the human realm of Ostaria. She has just returned with news that the human birth rates are increasing rapidly. Though illness and issues with crops still plague their weakened forms, the human children are blossoming in a way that the Fae are not. This is a conundrum of the most difficult. Our magic seems to have no effect whatsoever.

        The Spy returned from Ostaria with a human babe at the behest of our renowned queen. Dark-skinned, bright-eyed with lusty cries, the child, now called Magnolia, thrives. Queen Eadoin seems to have taken to her quite readily, and it has been decreed Magnolia will be kept in the Faerie palace.

        An aged brownie has been sent in the child’s place, though it seems doubtful the humans shall miss this single infant. The Spy reported they were a rather large family––all hale and whole. The brownie still has some useful years left. It will take adequate care of the humankind and their many remaining children.

      

      
        Chronicled by the ever loyal,

        Tristan Hendrick Silverborne
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sansevieria, Faerie

        734th Year of Queen Eadoin’s Glorious Reign

      

      

      
        
        The Changeling Project is in full effect, though there are those at court who do not believe such exchanges should be made. Any court Fae may appeal to the palace to exchange a sickly child or lower Fae servant past its prime for a human babe. The Queen’s Spy has reported these exchanges do not often go unnoticed by the humans, and most of the Changelings are killed. However, Queen Eadoin and her council have ruled the losses are, of course, unfortunate, but the Fae courts require the strength of the human children and, thus, the exchanges must be made.

        Rumors abound that there is a contingent of court Fae, calling themselves Larkspur, who are against the Changeling Project and have begun machinations to end the practice. The Queen’s Spy has been activated.

      

      
        Chronicled by the ever loyal,

        Tristan Hendrick Silverborne
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sansevieria, Faerie

        745th Year of Queen Eadoin’s Glorious Reign

      

      

      
        
        The Queen’s Spy was murdered by Larkspur. The former Royal Lorekeeper, found to be empathetic toward the group, has been banished from court. The Changeling Project remains in effect and thriving.

        Queen Eadoin has proclaimed she is ready for an heir to the throne. The Heir Trials will begin at the next full moon. Eight candidates with two representatives each from Summer, Autumn, Winter, and Spring.

      

      
        Chronicled by the ever loyal,

        Chrysanthemum Bromeliad
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sansevieria, Faerie

        1st Year of Queen Moria’s Illustrious Reign

      

      

      
        
        A candidate emerged victorious from the Heir Trials. As in past competitions, it took the winner over a month to defeat her rivals, but Queen Moria has been crowned as of this morning. The council of elders seems rather pleased with this new regent, who has declared she will continue the Changeling Project and bring Faerie into a new era of prosperity.

      

      
        Chronicled by the ever loyal,

        Heath Iris-Scilla
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            THE WITCH IN THE WOODS

          

          TITIAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day, near Vasant, Ostaria

      

      

      The fumes of Titian’s latest concoction bloomed large and hazy purple like a terrible, overgrown violet. It was akin to something the over-tasked gardeners of the Fae palace would magic into existence, or so Titian thought. She could too easily imagine a rose the size of a fully grown Fae male towering over what had once been a lovely garden path of stone. Their pride was sometimes too much for sense to outweigh it, in her opinion. She’d seen it all firsthand, even if it had been decades since. There was little chance they’d changed.

      Titian could too well recall the heady scent of violet that had been so thick in the air of Sansevieria, the capital, though it never quite permeated the musky perfume of magic which hung low like heavy clouds throughout the city.

      A moment of admiration for her work burgeoned within her before the smell, noxious and as in want of avoidance as a skunk’s rear end, overwhelmed everything. Throwing open the dirty kitchen windows, Titian gagged and coughed into the cool, autumn air. She tried to ignore the nausea, focusing on the expanse of dark evergreens with tall maple, oak, and walnut trees scattered amongst them. Despite her love for the quiet, isolated darkness of her forest cottage, the beauty was not enough to settle her stomach. It roiled with the sickness brought on by the awful smell of her potion and the anger that she still hadn’t quite gotten the mixture correct.

      She didn’t care that she’d been self-taught, not having the benefit of potion masters in Faerie, nor the alchemical knowledge of wizards in Ostaria or any of the surrounding islands. Neither were open to someone like her. It still rankled after all these years.

      As she was clearing her nostrils and throat of the moon-forsaken smell, she made the mistake of breathing in too deeply again and realized she’d been wrong. It was more like a skunk had bathed in sulfur and then waved its rear end around the entirety of the small cottage. Gagging more, her stomach nearly brought up the dinner of roasted vegetables eaten just an hour prior. Swallowing hard, Titian sagged atop the dusty sill, gulping down the pine-tinged air.

      “Are ye all right?” a timid voice squeaked.

      Titian’s gray eyes shot up, roaming the meager yard. Two scrawny, human children stood a few yards away, skin and clothes nearly as dirty as the cottage’s windows. Their eyes were wide, staring at Titian out of heart-shaped faces. Their features were carved into sharp distinction, likely by the starvation that plagued most of the surrounding villages. They were rather pale, more like the northern Ostarians instead of the citizens of the southern provinces where Titian had settled.

      “I’m not interested in whatever it is you’re selling,” Titian called to them, already pulling the window closed against the dusky sky.

      But the foul air closed around her, finding its way down her throat, and once more she found herself gagging and spitting. Titian lay over the windowsill again, ultimately losing her dinner. The two children drew closer, caution in their slow, almost silent steps. That caution should have sent them running in the opposite direction if they had any sense at all.

      Titian held up one finger as she finished retching. Then she turned her hand slowly, pointing a long, thin finger at them.

      Titian was known to be Fae to those in the surrounding area, even if the truth was more complicated than that. The rumor prevented anyone from getting too friendly with her, even if they sought out her talents. She’d lived too long—one hundred and three years to be exact. Long enough to be untrusting of the Fae; long enough to be wary of the humans. Even if the ones who stood in front of her were not even into their adulthood, they were still a threat.

      She would not allow herself to be tricked by any hooligans hoping to find something valuable enough to sell for a pint or a meal. She absolutely wasn’t foolish enough to care for their survival, either. Some other poor sap could take the young ones in, perhaps allow them to bathe, give them food, earn whatever gratitude they were capable of. Titian knew enough of the world to know any kindness granted today wouldn’t mean a thing in the days to come. They’d simply have to find more food and another safe place to sleep as time went on. It would be better to aid them in hastening the end instead.

      “Do not come closer,” Titian warned, throat hoarse.

      The children stopped. They looked at one another, though, as if they thought it still might be worth their while to stick around. A silent sort of conversation seemed to pass between them, and Titian let loose a growl.

      “Off with you,” came the words.

      Desperation must have made them stupid. Neither moved a muscle, not even so much as a twitch.

      “Only need a bit o’ somethin’ to eat, if ye please,” the young male said, his voice deep but scratchy with disuse... or overuse.

      But Titian wouldn’t think about that. She couldn’t. One particular memory slashed its way into her consciousness, but even as she shut her eyes against it, the feeling of her throat, the way she would have sworn it had been shredded, was too easily recalled. The hurt. The blood. The pain that went deeper than skin—the kind that left its mark on a soul. Things that had to be done to survive were not unknown to her—not in the slightest. She would not relive her worst days and nights.

      Not all of them had been in Ostaria. Faerie was just as cruel.

      Moon damn them all, Titian thought.

      No. She would not welcome these children and their problems in. They could find some other foolish Fae or mortal to fleece.

      “Whatever she’s cooking smells awful ripe, Kip,” said the female.

      The little imp didn’t even try to whisper.

      “And yet the moon-forsaken smell hasn’t run you off yet, has it?” Titian snarled.

      The horrid, little female had the gall to smirk!

      “Haven’t you heard the rumors about toying with the witch in the woods?” Titian asked, letting her inhuman eyes flash like a storm on the sea.

      “So, you are the witch,” the girl said, hand on one hip. “Kip thought so, but I thought a witch’s cottage might, I don’t know, smell like freshly baked bread? Or pie? Who are ye tryin’ to catch with smells like that?”

      Titian snarled again, her lip curling. The girl only eyed her a bit more closely. Out of her periphery, Titian saw the way the male one, Kip, was eyeing the pile of sick.

      That was the final straw.

      That he was so hungry he’d even consider something so foul was too much, even for Titian’s cold, dark heart. She reached into the bowl of apples kept near the window and tossed four of them over.

      Kip’s lips moved to form words of gratitude, but Titian spoke first. “Off with you!”

      The young ones had the good sense to listen, and Titian sagged against the windowsill. She hated visitors. She didn’t care if they were the humans who came seeking potions or poisons, Changelings needing shelter, or Fae wanting whatever their vast power hadn’t already allowed them to take. Not one of them would have cared about Titian when she was without.

      Fools and cowards, all of them.
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            FILTHY, THIEVING CREATURE

          

          TITIAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        72 Years Ago, Byriver, Ostaria

      

      

      In a village known only as Byriver, cleverly named by astute humans who’d discovered the area and its proximity to the river, Titian spent her days hauling water, mucking the donkey’s stall, sweeping the house and yard, feeding chickens, and pruning a depressing vegetable patch. Her long days were as dull as the surrounding village as she completed her lengthy list of tasks from Old Junie.

      Pale and horrible, looking more like a wraith than anything with a pulse, she fit right into the grays and browns of the ramshackle cabins and cottages, barebones clapboard storefronts, and dirt paths between the structures.

      Regardless of how hard Titian worked, the dark stares and glowers told her she was an unwelcome sight to the villagers. It didn’t seem to matter she’d called Byriver home for more than thirty years. She tried not to feel their disgust. The upturned noses and grimaces could be due to the rampant scents of farm animals that permeated the village. This far inland, there was no sea air to cleanse the scents away, even if sometimes the budding of the trees in early spring could provide a brief respite along with a light breeze.

      Titian never got a reprieve. Each new twelvemonth served only to increase the rage at her abysmal existence. Not that her anger mattered to anyone. The villagers would much rather point and stare, creating rumors about her as if the truth of her past wasn’t enough to frighten or shock them.

      “Aye, her eyes are like the morning mist creepin’ through the village and three times as eerie,” they liked to say.

      More than one child was dared to get within her view so Titian might steal their soul just by looking at them. And all day long, everyone in the village proper could hear Old Junie calling and cussing and moaning about the laziness and ungrateful nature of the “creature.”

      That’s all she had ever been called.

      But Titian had a name. Titian Byrne. She was certain it wasn’t her real one, having been brought by the Faeries and exchanged for one of the pink-cheeked babes the humans seemed to create so many of. But Titian liked her name, probably more so since it was never used. She buried it deep, only pulling it out during moments of solace, stroking it like a small kitten. It was that precious to her.

      From dawn until dusk, Titian worked. There were times that even after night fell and the village grew quiet, she remained upon an overturned apple box, watching for the clever foxes Old Junie swore up and down were killing those chickens.

      Even when Titian reminded her that the fat, brown chicken had been caught the week before, and baked it into meat pies for the icebox.

      Titian, trying to balance two full and sloshing water buckets hanging from the ends of this milkmaid’s yoke, laid across scrawny, aching shoulders, muttered curses under her breath as she struggled underneath the weight. Long, matted hair twisted in strands that hung down her back. Vapourer moth wings lay gray and brown, hanging limp and dull, looking remarkably like the dirty rags strung about her body.

      The path from the river into the village was a short walk—a quarter of an hour, perhaps a bit more—but it was uphill in its return, and Titian’s overworked, too-thin legs burned something fierce. She’d had to abandon the cool dampness of the forest halfway, trying to make her way through the full blaze of the midday sun overhead. Titian wished she had the strength to avoid walking through the center of town to get to the small structure Old Junie called home, but to walk around the whole village center would add precious minutes and steps. Titian could afford neither.

      Jaw clenched, Titian shifted the weight, trying to find some way of carrying the buckets that wasn’t quite so painful. Her longer-than-human spine stretched and curved more than was good for it, eliciting a groan of agony.

      “That’s the fourth time today already,” Titian heard the baker say to his wife as she trudged past their store in the middle of the village.

      Titian watched George Baker nudge Mrs. Baker as they stood too close to the open door, squinting into the bright sun. Mrs. Baker looked up from the tray of rolls she was arranging for the afternoon sales, immediately shaking her head.

      “Old Junie will work her to her death,” she said solemnly.

      “Aye, just like the last one,” George remarked.

      Titian didn’t like to think about the last one. Raine. He was the only reason Titian ever knew she had another name other than “creature.”

      “Your name is Titian. She can’t take that from you,” he had said to her, voice more like the growl of an animal than any sound a human made.

      He’d spoken only when it was just the two of them huddled near the fire when the sky had grown too dark for them to do any more work for the day. Ashes clung to their skin and clothing, turning both Changelings into creatures of dim gray. Old Junie, of course, complained about the mess that followed them. But it was rare either Raine or Titian could sneak away to the icy river for a bath. Everything was about keeping the small yard swept, its animals fed and watered, and the garden producing—though hardly any of it would benefit the Changelings who bled, sweated, and cried over it all.

      Raine had been like a caged wolf, Titian recalled. Dark and moody, he would sometimes lash out with fingers so long they looked like claws. Blood pooled on the weak faces, arms, and legs of whichever human was too stupid to get so close, and Junie would punish him. But it happened many times. Eventually, Old Junie worked and starved him right into the ground. His dark, furred ears had drooped, his skin had turned sallow, and his spirit waned.

      His soul must have finally snapped under the weight of the work he’d been forced to do for the decades he’d belonged to Junie. They had been in the garden, using their full weight to push tools into the rock-ridden soil. Titian hacked at the dirt with a trowel while Raine tried the same with the largest of the shovels.

      Just a single glance toward the neighbor’s cottage windows with their cheery window boxes of yellow and white daisies. That was all it had taken for Raine to go from digging to dead.

      The villagers who had quietly watched Junie work him to death stood by and silently observed Titian digging a grave as Old Junie shouted to move faster. When it grew too much for them, they turned away. Titian, with no other option, kept shoveling. It was only later that she’d curled up in the ashes near the hearth and let tears of grief and fatigue roll down her face as her body and stomach ached with hunger.

      When Titian shook herself from the memory, she saw out of the corner of her eye that Mrs. Baker had turned away from the window to avoid watching. Moon damn her.

      Both Bakers had to have known that if Titian was given some of the water being carried from the river many, many times a day or even semi-regular meals, her skin wouldn’t be nearly so thin or stretched over the long, many-jointed bones, and Titian might not be as awful to look at.

      But the odd shape of her body, the wings, and the iron cuff around her wrist confirmed Titian was other. Inhuman. A Changeling. Pale gray eyes too large in a milk-white face. Snarled and tangled black and white hair—half her head one color and the other half another. A sharp jawline and a bony back.

      The ends of her wings dragged behind, useless and ugly, through the dirt and mud and snow. If Titian were human, perhaps Mrs. Baker might have given Old Junie a piece of her mind. The middle-aged woman might have even taken Titian in and sheltered her. But no one would trust that with food in her belly and regained strength that the Changeling wouldn’t slit their throats while they slept.

      Thanks to the ever-present rumors of the small village, Titian knew Old Junie had been taking in Changelings for most of her life. Junie was careful to keep them weak and slow—fed and watered just enough to work but not enough to rebel. There were others like her, of course, who took in unwanted and uncared-for Changelings, but there were none nearby. Titian knew these villagers were grateful for that.

      Besides, Changelings needed to be kept separate, alone. The humans knew that if Changelings spent any time together, they would get ideas.

      But Titian, unbeknownst to anyone, already had ideas. She’d pictured Junie’s death in her mind an infinite number of times. Titian might use the ax Junie used to separate the chickens from their heads. Titian briefly wondered if the human body might dance a bit the way the birds’ bodies did sometimes after being beheaded. Perhaps Junie would beg for her life. Titian would laugh, of course, head thrown back to the sky to allow her madness to erupt from the worn and overworked body she inhabited. She’d thought about how she’d move on from one sagging, dirty house to the next, claiming the lives of everyone who’d watched as Junie had abused her various Changelings over the years.

      In many ways, the villagers were right to be afraid. Any animal caught and snared is likely to bite, after all. It was quite silly to expect a Changeling—abused and feared and mistreated from birth—to be any different.

      “Hurry up, creature!” Junie called from the doorway of the small, wood-planked house she lived in, and Titian could sometimes sleep in during the colder months, waving a wooden spoon menacingly in the Changeling’s direction.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Titian responded to the gray-haired woman.

      At the same time, she wondered if maybe she could shove that spoon down Junie’s throat so she would choke on it. Sighing, Titian trudged into the small yard, spilling just a small bit of the water as she kneeled to open the rickety gate that did nothing to prevent critters from bombarding the meager garden and dusty yard.

      “Useless chit,” Junie grumbled as she watched.

      Of course, she’d seen the spilled water. Titian growled low in her throat before bending to put the buckets on the ground in front of the woman she abhorred. Her shoulders ached with relief as she removed the yoke and stretched her spine.

      “I’ll have none of your sass,” Old Junie called. “Bring in that damn water already. It’s taken too long.”

      Titian would love to know how much longer it would have taken her to bring up the water, but she didn’t dare say it. Bruises from the last beating still lay upon her skin; she didn’t care to earn any new ones. Not yet, anyway. Not for mere water.

      “You’re lucky I don’t make you go get more to make up for what’s spilled there on the path,” Junie continued. “You know most of your kind would offer to make an extra trip just to hang onto their lifeblood.”

      Junie raised one eyebrow in question when Titian didn’t immediately say anything.

      “I can go—“ Titian began, as she knew was expected, but Junie waved the words away with the spoon she still held.

      “So I can wait for your useless self? I think not, creature.”

      Hatred and resentment burned within her as Titian started toward the chair in the corner, needing a break.

      “Where do you think you’re going? To take a rest? Ha! Get your sad self to the garden and pull the potatoes. Or don’t, but then you won’t have anything to eat.”

      For a moment, the potatoes didn’t seem worth it. But they were. The aching emptiness of her belly told her so. Titian turned and shuffled back through the front door into the bit of dirt Old Junie called a garden.

      It was such a sad little patch that weeds didn’t even really try to grow. Titian had to work hard to keep the rabbits out, who came for every little sprig of green that fought through the rock-ridden earth. If Titian were less hungry, she might have tried catching one of those rabbits, but there was no patience to be had. The previous summer, there’d been a bit of rope and some twigs, out of which Titian had made a small trap, but Old Junie had found it and thrown it into the fire. Titian figured it was because Junie thought she might try and strangle her with the rope.

      It wasn’t a bad idea, but the thoughts of rabbit stew had been much stronger than any desire to kill Junie. If, once Titian’s belly was full and the rope was salvageable, she might certainly revisit the idea.

      A full belly. A dead Junie. Titian couldn’t help from smile. Life would indeed be much improved with both of those things.

      Titian kneeled in the dirt, not bothering to pull up the scraps of her dress. New dirt, old dirt; Titian didn’t care. What she did care about were the long carrot tops in the corner. Carrots. Her mouth watered.

      Titian’s stomach gurgled and protested loudly, as if she wasn’t painfully aware of its constant gnawing. Titian pulled up a carrot and greedily shoved it into her mouth. It was small and bitter. Titian couldn’t care. Bits of gritty earth clung to her tongue and teeth as Titian crunched through the mud and into the sweet flesh, and she almost moaned.

      A cry escaped her as her body was hit hard and flung forward into the muck. She tried to get up, but the hits kept coming. Sharp bits of straw bit the thin skin at her neck and shoulders. Titian curled into a ball and clapped her hands over her ears to protect them and their delicate points.

      Raine had been missing half an ear.

      “How dare you! You filthy, thieving creature!” Junie screamed as she brought the broom down on the female’s back and sides over and over again.

      Titian knew it was useless to hope a nearby villager would intervene. They would not. The dark purple and blue of new bruises bloomed before she heard a voice say, “That’ll be enough of that, I think.”

      The beating ceased. Titian, still curled in a ball, kept her eyes shut tight despite hearing sounds of grappling. But eventually, the sounds were too intriguing. Ever so carefully, Titian raised her head and looked.

      A beautiful male with skin the color of the wood of a walnut tree stood holding the broom and staring angrily at Junie. Broad and well-muscled shoulders gave his shape the likes of which Titian had never seen in poor, desolate Byriver, where no one ever had enough to eat. Brown wings thrust out proudly behind him, gleaming in the sun.

      Moon above, Titian was famished.

      She only had a moment to admire the strength of those wings before it all came together in her mind.

      Fae.

      Titian was on her knees before her next breath.
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      Titian cowered in the dirt, searching for the right words to say to the gorgeous being who looked over her paltry existence with a grimace. The marred flesh of her right wrist caught her eye. That horrible iron cuff sat along the scars, so thick they barely burned anymore from the poisonous metal. The cuff was placed upon all Changelings—punishment for having been carried across the river into the human realm and left in the place of a human child. It was a fate Titian had not chosen, but would mark her for life anyway. It ensured she could never be seen as anything else.

      Staring down at the bracelet, hating it and the ugly marks it left, Titian felt fear press down upon her. The Fae were beautiful, surrounding themselves with only the prettiest of things. Their homes were rumored to be laden with inset jewels, rich fabrics, and colors the likes of which Titian had surely never seen—the complete opposite of the gray-brown village coated in dust.

      The Fae demanded immediate and total respect, as well. Their superiority—in strength, in magic, in living—was known to all.

      Old Junie had enjoyed sharing the gruesome tales with her Changelings, pointing delightedly at their cuffs, which everyone knew limited whatever Fae abilities a Changeling might have. As just a small thing, Titian cowered in the bundle of rags Junie put before the fire as a bed, covering her ears to no avail. Junie, seeing the creature’s fear, only spoke louder of the horrible, nasty things Fae had done to the humans over the centuries. Even worse, Junie spoke of what the Fae did to those they’d abandoned—the Changelings.

      “The lot of you were too feeble for the likes of them,” she cried, holding her sides as she laughed. “They cast you out of their realm. Of course they did. They don’t keep anything ugly or weak. How would they remain in control with weaklings like you?”

      “We’re stronger than humans,” Titian had protested once, but Raine merely grasped her arm and shook his head.

      Titian hadn’t understood then how dangerous her statement was, though she later came to realize how much fear the Changelings brought to the humans.

      “They rid themselves of you as quickly as they can. They don’t even take our human babes, sometimes, so eager they are to cast you out. And if you return to Faerie? Torture and beatings! Starving them, they are!” she cackled.

      Old Junie knew many, many stories. So Titian had many, many nightmares.

      She awoke more times than not, tears rolling down her face and creating muddy trails through the dirt. Fear, sharp and stinging, poked at her like Old Junie sometimes did with the stick used to stoke the fire. The floor would feel especially hard those nights, the distance Raine made between himself and her seemingly larger.

      Raine listened to Old Junie’s stories without comment. His long, scraggly hair hung forward, hiding his sharp Fae features, but the point of his ear would twitch now and again.

      Titian’s heart stuttered. The loss of Raine had been strange and sudden. She had certainly seen death before. There wasn’t a being in Byriver who hadn’t. But she had only seen it from afar, not close up, not choking her the way it did.

      One minute he was there, working, and the next Titian was screaming for Junie to do something because he was hardly breathing, just lying there in the garden, mud caking his monarch wings. Kneeling beside him, Titian screamed for him to wake up. But the old Changeling shook his head, exhaled one final time, and stared into the sky.

      In mere seconds, Junie was yelling at Titian to dig faster so his sorry carcass could be in the ground before the storm blew in.

      “Moon above, get up, you filthy thing,” the male Fae said, releasing Titian from the barrage of unpleasant memories.

      Titian looked up slowly, waiting for something—a slap, a cruel comment, a blade across her throat. But when something didn’t appear to be happening, she slowly got to her feet, hunching in pain from the new bruises along her back and arms. She kept her eyes darting back and forth between the Fae and Junie, who lay prostrate on the ground. How long a reprieve might she have before Junie woke?

      “My deepest gratitude, my Lord,” Titian said, bowing low.

      Junie moaned, trying to roll over onto her stomach. Titian glanced down and then back up at the male. She wasn’t sure if she should attempt to help Junie up.

      It was easy enough to decide to leave Junie where she was. When the Fae bent down, Titian took a step back, earning a look of disapproval. Titian didn’t move back, however.

      The male pulled up a carrot and handed it over, and she took it gingerly out of his hand to consume it greedily. Next, a handful of dried fruit was produced from a pocket and handed over. Closing her eyes and savoring the sweetness on her tongue was something she couldn’t help. It had been months since there had been any fruit, and the only bites had been from mostly rotten apples beneath a tree near the river. Titian had gotten a bit tipsy from the overripe fruit, earning her a beating when she’d stumbled so much the buckets she’d filled at the river were mostly empty. The final straw had likely been the giggles. Titian couldn’t hold them in.

      It hadn’t taken much for her to risk another beating for that sense of bliss, though.

      Titian opened her eyes to find the male staring. Another filthy carrot was pulled and handed over. She tried to take slower bites, but she was so hungry.

      She was always hungry.

      “I can’t believe a mother would treat her child like that,” the male muttered. “Over a carrot. A fucking carrot.”

      “She’s not my mother,” Titian said, a bit of carrot flying out of her mouth.

      The Fae grimaced. “Feel free to finish chewing.”

      Titian, cheeks aflame, nodded, chewed, and swallowed. “I was... given to her,” she started to explain. “When I was just a babe of a few months, from what I know. My wings had shown themselves, useless as they are, and I suppose the humans I’d been left with weren’t interested in having a Changeling. There was a purse of silver for Junie’s trouble.”

      “So you are a Changeling.”

      “As far as I know,” Titian said, holding out the wrist with the iron cuff, scuffed and dirty.

      “Hmm,” the male grunted. “I can imagine the old hag wasn’t that forthcoming about your background. Oh, well. I’m of the opinion a background doesn’t matter.”

      A background didn’t matter? Titian had a lifetime of memories, bruises, and scars to prove otherwise.

      “Sir, I beg your pardon, but my background is the only thing that matters in Byriver.”

      “Yes, but this is Ostaria. The humans have always been a bit... limited, we’ll say, in their thinking.”

      “I can’t exactly go anywhere else,” Titian responded, gesturing at her cuff once again.

      The male paused, tilting his head as if in thought. His dark curls shone in the meager bit of sunlight cascading through the gray clouds. It was mesmerizing, but it also heightened Titian’s awareness of her own dull, dismal-looking hair.

      “I’m Lord Basil. Fae of the Autumn Court,” the male finally said.

      “I’m Titian Byrne.”

      She tried to curtsy. It was clumsy and pathetic. As soon as Basil snorted at the attempt, Titian quickly rose.

      “You’re an odd one,” Basil said, amusement warming his voice.

      Titian shrugged.

      “I bet you’re Winter Court, given those wings of yours. They don’t work, you said?”

      “They haven’t yet.” Titian couldn’t help but steal a glance over her shoulder at the dirty wings.

      “You might need a healer.”

      It was Titian’s turn to be amused. “No one’s going to waste money or goods for a healer on someone like me.”

      “Truer words and all that,” Basil replied. “Ostarians are a bit careless with their belongings, it seems.”

      With a snort, Titian kneeled at Junie’s side. “I’d better get Junie into her bed before she wakes. You’ve bought me a few hours, and I’m grateful.”

      “You can’t mean to stay here,” Basil said, aghast.

      “I can’t mean to go anywhere else.” Titian had abandoned the efforts to lift Old Junie and gestured around the small dirt patch they stood in. “I might be Winter Court, as you say, but I’m still a Changeling. There’s no Court that exists that will take me in. I don’t exactly belong anywhere, do I?”

      “Well, you’re not alone there, are you? Seems like there are others who likely have a similar plight. You must know others of your kind.”

      Raine.

      Titian didn’t say anything, too busy swallowing the rise of emotions. But she didn’t squat to pick up Junie’s body again, either. Instead, Titian watched Basil’s features transform into something pensive once more, tapping a long finger against pursed lips. Black eyes flashed, and a smile spread across his features.

      Titian took a step back. That smile was rather off-putting. No one, after all, had ever smiled at her in a way that didn’t result in pain or horror.

      “Get your things. You’re coming with me,” Basil said matter-of-factly.

      “I can’t leave,” Titian scoffed.

      “Do you really want to stay here? With her? Clearly, there’s some happiness within this abode I’m unaware of, then.”

      “I don’t want to stay, but⁠—“

      “But what?”

      “She’s....” Titian trailed off.

      “She’s what, exactly? Horrible? Selfish? Cruel?”

      “All of the above,” Titian agreed without thinking.

      Basil smirked. “I concur. So let’s go.”

      Titian paused for only a moment, thoughts racing. That moment seemed to tell Basil what he wanted to know. He shook his head thoughtfully.

      “You’re not ready.”

      “I can be,” Titian said hopefully.

      “Would you rather stay? Carve out a little existence in this poor, moon-forsaken place?” Basil said, his voice low and sad, as if he pitied her.

      Titian released a heavy sigh. She hated pity, and she knew she should want to leave. Terror raced through her at the thought of leaving Byriver, though, even with its horrible people. She knew the limits of their nastiness, their displeasure. Could it be better somewhere else?

      “Let me simplify matters,” said the Fae.

      Basil crouched, grasped Old Junie’s head in his large hands, and twisted. A satisfying crack filled the air. Titian’s jaw fell open.

      “Oh, don’t tell me you’ll mourn her,” Basil said, rising to pat her shoulder.

      “Well, no,” Titian said. “But you—you just killed her!”

      “Not a loss to the world, I assure you. One less conniving, brutal human.”

      Titian stared at him, and Basil gave the female a rueful smile. “I’m sure you’ve thought about snapping her neck a time or two.”

      “The punishment for that is death,” Titian pointed out.

      “Yes, well, I’m Fae,” he said with a nonchalance that shocked her. “And she had to be on death’s door. Moon above, the wrinkles!”

      “She was quite healthy, I think.”

      Basil released a heavy sigh as he rolled his eyes. “This has ceased to be of interest to me.”

      Titian felt her eyes grow wide. She was used to a certain amount of callousness, but even the villagers of Byriver, so used to death, took a moment to mourn those they lost. But before Titian could say anything, the Fae was speaking once more.

      “Now, come, little one. Let me show you what freedom might look like.”

      Perhaps this was best. Titian didn’t truly care that the old woman was dead. And so the Changeling followed the Fae into the woods, chasing freedom like a child might chase butterflies.
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      Titian shook her head, clearing it of the unwelcome, melancholic memories. If she allowed herself to wallow in them, it was only a matter of time before she recalled the months she’d spent in Sansevieria after Basil had taken her away from Byriver. She’d been so foolish. She’d been young, thought it impossible to be unaware of the boundaries of cruelty. As it was, she’d only seen the human side of it. The Fae had been more imaginative.

      But bright light shone through the dirty cottage windows and lit upon the dust motes floating through the air, even if she did not welcome it. She was exhausted. Recollections found their way out of the deep recesses of her mind where she thought she’d locked them away, and they wove themselves into her dreams all night long. She had not dreamed of Raine in a decade or more. She had not wanted to.

      The past should remain where she’d put it—locked up tight, never to be reopened or re-examined.

      The sound of knocking made her jump.

      “There’ll be no more handouts for you here, you little beasts,” she said, throwing the door open, sure the youths from the night before had returned.

      “Hello, Titian Byrne.”

      Lord Basil stepped over the threshold, as inhumanly beautiful as Titian remembered him. Feeling instantly unworthy, as she almost always did when she encountered Fae, though she tried swallowing that feeling as soon as she realized it. Her day dress, which she’d hastily thrown on, was the brown of cocoa, of mud, of the woods, but it was as grimy as everything else in this cottage. There was even a stain from a potion near the collar.

      Unfortunately, Titian had to admit that Basil was, indeed, somehow immaculately presented, despite having traveled. His dark hair was a bit longer than she remembered, and the curls were mussed, presumably from the strong winds that would soon bring autumn to Ostaria, even in the southern part where Titian had secreted herself away. She briefly wondered if the Fae Lord had flown, eyeing those impressive brown wings of his. As if Basil had discerned the direction of her thoughts, he winked at her with one of his black eyes and then glamoured his wings away.

      Unnerved and despising it, Titian moved too quickly and rather ungracefully, one of her pathetic wings bumping into the small wooden table and chairs that barely fit in her kitchen.

      “Oh, don’t tell me you’re frightened?” Basil teased in a honey-laden voice.

      He quickly moved around her and took a seat in one of the chairs, crossing one long, graceful leg over the other and placing folded hands atop a knee. Titian couldn’t imagine someone looking more out of place than the Fae Lord did in her small home with its bare, wooden walls and thick-slatted floorboards. Everything was somewhat covered in dust or remnants of potions, a large stain in the corner, a constant reminder of a poison that had been one of Titian’s most powerful. She couldn’t help smiling as she recalled the purses of silver it had brought in.

      Her gaze returned to the Fae Lord. She had hoped she’d never see him again. Once she’d abandoned Sansevieria and Faerie, there had been no reason they would ever cross paths again.

      But here he was.

      This time, she wouldn’t be taken in by his handsome features and scent of magic. He’d only taken her to a world even more devastating than the one he’d taken her from.

      “I’m not frightened,” Titian huffed as she sat in the chair opposite, ignoring the way it creaked beneath her weight.

      “Nor should you be. I’m rather certain you can protect yourself admirably.”

      Titian raised an eyebrow.

      “I hear you’re quite in demand these days, my little Changeling,” Basil said, leaning forward conspiratorially.

      “I’m not your anything,” ground Titian, leaning back in her chair, the creaking louder this time in its protest.

      “There is the backbone I hoped you’d find!” Basil cackled gleefully. “Oh, my dear Titian, you are truly a wonder. Everything I hoped you’d become.”

      Titian rose, her rage white-hot behind her eyes. She would not sit with his eyes roving over her as if she belonged to him. No matter how dire her circumstances, she had never allowed herself to be owned again after leaving Old Junie. She couldn’t even stomach the pretense of it.

      Moving toward the kettle on her stove, Titian tried to settle herself. She would let the Fae lord speak—as he loved to do—and then she would send him on his way, either through the door or into a grave.

      The kettle made it onto the stove without being slammed into place. Titian took a deep breath in and let it out slowly. Surely Basil would have an interest in tea. Of course, if he knew so much about her, perhaps he wouldn’t trust anything she’d offer him anyway.

      She just might respect him for that.

      But probably not.

      “Mushroom tea, if you have it, lovely girl,” Basil mused as he stood and began to peruse the cottage.

      Titian tried to imagine how the Fae might see things as she puttered about. He probably mourned the absence of finery, wondering why she had no silk curtains hanging over her windows. Her single stuffed chair was worn, showing its age on the corners where small holes were beginning to break through the faded fabric. Her pots and pans, simple cast iron, hung from hooks on the walls. Discomposure forced a flush to her cheeks as Titian considered it all, recollecting how Basil’s home had been several rooms of velvets, silks, and satins in tones that shone like the jewels the Fae courtiers wore as if mere baubles.

      Titian told herself she didn’t care about what Basil thought of her home. It was warm, dry, and had the necessities. In the Borderlands of Ostaria, it was more than most people had. To replace the heat of the indignity, she stoked the fire of her hatred for the Fae.

      Letting the heat of her rage fill her once more, she went to work finding the dried chaga mushrooms in their little linen sachets for the requested tea, leaving the panther caps and dapperlings in their tins. For now.

      “I suppose I don’t need to inquire about your little business, hmm?” Basil asked, nodding his head in the direction of the drying oleander hanging from a rafter.

      “A girl’s got to make a living,” Titian said, her tone coming out as nonchalant as she hoped.

      “And what a living you’re making, or so I hear,” Basil quipped, reaching to hold the chamomile flowers and inhale their scent.

      “You seem to know an awful lot about what I’ve been doing, Basil. I don’t remember seeing your visage darkening my doorstep over the last decades. I suppose you didn’t feel the need to check in,” Titian mused, pouring the hot water into mugs.

      “You were doing just fine.”

      Titian stopped what she was doing, exhaling sharply, keeping her back to Basil so the Fae might not see the storm of emotions in her gray eyes. It was clear she and the male had different definitions of the word “fine.” The last few years had been relatively mild, but only in comparison to the hellscape she’d survived before that. Leaving Faerie had meant leaving everything behind--again. There had been nothing to secure safety except her own wits.

      “No Changeling does just fine in this world,” Titian finally said softly but firmly, pouring the rest of the water and turning to place the mugs on the table.

      Hating that his presence reminded her of everything she’d worked so hard to put behind her, Titian clenched her jaw. She didn’t want to recall the nights without food or shelter, the way humans and Fae alike had looked down upon her.

      She was the witch in the woods. She was sought out for her poisons. She had worth.

      She reclaimed her seat, contemplating Basil, taking in his appearance once more as he strode around with wings tucked in tightly so as not to disturb any of her wares or trinkets. It occurred to Titian that the Fae’s demeanor, playful and blasé, did not seem to match the look in his almost-black eyes. He was seeking something.

      Wasn’t everyone, though?

      Titian reached for her mug and began to blow across the surface of the tea, aware of every step Basil took around her humble abode.

      “Perhaps not, but you seem to be an exception,” Basil said.

      There. Something gleamed in his stare, and Titian grasped at it, hoping he might reveal just a bit more. She wanted answers before she could care about retribution. Priorities and all that.

      “Know a lot of Changelings, do you?” Titian quipped.

      “More than one might assume,” Basil mused.

      Titian wondered if he’d collected others the way he’d collected her. Did he have new pets to dress up and show off? Were there still balls where Changelings would be expected to perform, to earn Basil the curious glances and whispers he so enjoyed?

      “And why exactly would a peer of the realm debase himself with such relations?” Titian asked, raising one eyebrow.

      Basil’s head whipped around in surprise.

      “It appears I am not the only one who has collected information,” Basil said as he strode forward and took a seat opposite.

      “Why would I bother traveling to Allium or Sorbaria or one of your other many haunts when I can collect all the information I need from the comforts of my own home?”

      “If this is comfort, darling, we really need to chat,” Basil replied, not acknowledging the accuracy of her information.

      “If this is your attempt to butter me up in order to get whatever information you’re seeking, it really needs work. Just spit it out, darling.”

      “Oh, you have grown quite fun,” Basil said as he sipped from his mug of tea. “Thank you for not adding the funeral bells or whatever else you considered. No doubt you have some particularly nasty surprises for any unwelcome visitors.”

      A small, secretive smile played about her lips. “It can be dangerous to arrive uninvited,” she admitted.

      “You really have established yourself quite well, Titian dear. You’re even more remarkable than I thought you might be.”

      “Your compliments are wholly unnecessary. I will hear you out.”

      “You will?” Basil said, sounding intrigued. “I suppose we are old friends, are we not?”

      “You freed me. I owe you. After this conversation, we are on equal footing.”

      “Freedom for a conversation? Oh my. We have gotten quite full of ourselves, haven’t we?”

      “The price of my time has increased since the last time we saw one another, Basil. Once, you may have traded upon my gratitude for a lifetime of servitude.”

      “But not now?”

      Titian’s eyes darkened. That moment in Byriver had changed her life. Basil had arrived in all his Fae beauty and done what Titian had been unable to: killing Old Junie. But she also remembered how Basil had taken her away, showing her a world she could never truly be a part of. He’d been as kind as a Fae lord could be, but it been made clear that Titian was a Changeling. Other. The cuff around her wrist ensured that anyone who met her knew it. Basil had taken her to Sansevieria, paraded her through a court that would never accept her, and it had been miserable.

      Titian had discovered something she desired even more than freedom: solitude.

      “You gave me seconds to make a life-altering decision,” Titian bit out. “My generosity will give you minutes, but the clock is ticking.”

      Basil’s face sobered immediately, cheekbones somehow carving an even more unearthly sharpness into his features. He put his mug down. “Titian, I swear to you, I did not know how bad things were in the capital.”

      “Tick, tock.”

      Basil sighed heavily. “No doubt you’re aware of the unrest between the humans and the Fae,” he began.

      “I’d love to find anyone—Fae, human, or Changeling—who isn’t,” Titian remarked dryly.

      Basil, smirking, continued. “Then you know the human king, Gregor, is growing less tolerant of the Changelings.”

      Titian’s fingers tightened around her cup. Business had been rather busy since the orders had come from the palace. Vasant wasn’t nearly far enough away from the human-infested castle near Heulwen as Titian might like, but its proximity to the Fae border was still ideal. She was loath to leave what she’d cobbled together.

      “No pithy response, so I assume you’re not completely without empathy,” Basil said. “This has... forced to fruition some plans that have been centuries in the making.”

      “It’s just like the Fae to be in the midst of a discussion about the survival of an entire species and still be batting about words as if it’s all a game.”

      “Such things will not be stopped by those with the right intentions who act too quickly.”

      “Spoken by a long-lived High Fae. I’m sure you’re aware of the irony,” Titian said, rising and going to her sink.

      Through the window, she could not see the fireflies she’d grown used to. They were the only company she was often interested in. Everyone else was a client, wanting something from her. It’s how the world worked, and she’d long since made use of that knowledge.

      “It’s because of those long lives we’re able to carefully calculate the risks, Titian.”

      “But it’s only now that the risks are worth the actions of the Fae? Of the Larkspur?” Titian asked as she whirled around.

      Basil’s shock registered for Titian before the Fae smoothed his expression.

      “Oh, yes, Basil. I know all about the ancient gathering of the minds who seek to wield their power in whatever direction they deem most moral,” Titian spat. “As if the Fae know anything about morality.”

      “They do a great deal more than that,” Basil said, his voice as hard as the flinty look he gave.

      “And yet much less than they should,” Titian retorted, striding to the table and leaning over it, finally unafraid to look at the Fae.

      “It is easy to point out the things in this world that need to change.”

      “Give me one specific action that the Larkspurs have performed that has bettered the lives of anyone other than themselves,” Titian challenged.

      “They sent me to find you.”
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