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For the hearts that once shined so bright
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They arrived at the same time every year.

Not a moment late and never a second early.

The clock in the town square struck seven with a screech. The moon sat full and high in the starless sky. Against it bobbed silhouettes—flapping wings and swaying caravans of the monsters descending toward the vast field of shivering wildflowers.

Businesses and homes locked up hours ago, but the streets were not empty.

In groups for presumed safety, townsfolk, farmers, the curious, and those from neighboring villages formed a crowd of more than one-hundred daring souls. All of us were headed toward the same destination.

Toward the most excitement we’d see until they returned.

It was my first time. Those under the age of twenty years were not permitted to conduct business with our yearly visitors. Many called them the traveling traders. Others, those who knew better, called them exactly what they were.

The Wild Hunt.

“Come on, Flea.” My guardian dug her fingers into my wrist and tugged. “If we get stuck too far back, we might miss our chance.”

I loathed the word. Guardian.

It implied the woman had raised me. Nurtured me. With the exception of indulging herself until she’d lost consciousness, Rolina nurtured nothing. One could argue that I’d spent a great portion of my life taking care of her.

I was never to call Rolina my mother, which she’d insisted as soon as I could begin to understand why. As soon as I could grasp that I wasn’t like her and never would be.

Cracked cobblestone soon gave way to grass. The overwhelming scents and heat of clustering bodies enveloped as we joined the awaiting and gathering citizens of Crustle in the field.

Why the hunt even bothered with the soggy river-flanked prison commonly referred to as the middle lands, I didn’t know. I was just grateful they did, or I might have remained trapped in this place of in-between forevermore.

Anticipation swelled. Together, we all slowly shuffled forward, careful to give our visitors room but unwilling to cease moving out of fear of losing our place in line.

My eyes glued to the night sky, my breath quickening as the advancing darkness of those silhouettes blocked out the moon. My attention returned to the ground when a boot squashed my slipper-encased foot.

My toe throbbed, making my whisper harsh. “Are you certain this will work?”

The question was redundant.

We weren’t leaving this field until Rolina seized the only thing she wanted more than wine and narcotics and opulence. It was my own desperate eagerness that had me seeking reassurance.

“Of course, it will,” Rolina snapped. “It has to.”

She’d had this planned for years. We both had. For so long, I’d almost begun to think this night would never come. For so long, it would seem I’d forgotten to be fearful of what awaited us.

I’d spent those years researching what to expect when everything I wanted finally arrived. Endless nights wasted to wondering over the evening I would be taken home. For although the middle lands were home to faerie and human and more, I’d always felt within my bones that it wasn’t where I was supposed to be.

Residents of Crustle consisted mostly of humans who’d been discarded from their homeland for unlawful and immoral conduct, and faeries. I’d never understood why any faerie would choose to leave Folkyn for this damp and miserable land that sat squashed between it and the human realm of Ordaylia.

Gane, the town librarian and my only friend, often reminded me that not all Fae chose to leave. Many had been forced to because they’d gone against one of the four ruling houses by breaking their archaic laws, or they’d done the unthinkable...

They’d fallen in love with a human.

Humans were not permitted in Folkyn. Somehow, many still slipped through the cracks in the warded veil that separated Faerie from the middle lands. That, or they’d been captured by faeries to be kept for various dark needs.

Then there were those who remained in Crustle because they’d been born here—their parents faerie, human, or even both.

I was none of the above.

I was a changeling.

Though I was certainly not the only creature who’d been dumped in the middle lands as a freshly born babe, I was still something of a rarity. For if there was one thing the Fae valued above nearly all else, it was family—especially their young.

A fact that only made my impatience to find answers all the more burning.

Rolina ceased rising onto her toes in an attempt to see past the group of burly men in front of us. My guardian tossed me a cold glance. “It’s worked before. There is no reason it won’t now.”

Indeed. If that were not true, we would not be so willing to believe we’d get what we both desired.

“It was hundreds of years ago,” I reminded her, and though I’d tried desperately to research it, we knew nothing of the circumstances of the changeling who’d returned to her home in Folkyn via a trading visit with the Wild Hunt.

An elbow jabbed into my ribs.

Not from the murmuring crowd awaiting the arrival of the growing mass of darkness above, but from Rolina. As with any touch from her, pain sparked, but I didn’t wince. I bit my tongue until it nearly bled and drew in a deep breath through my nose.

Incessantly, I’d had to remind myself that my guardian’s hatred of me was not my fault. That she’d spent twenty years in the type of pain that filled her heart with poisonous rot while longing for her true daughter. But her ire no longer burned as it used to. I’d long ceased desiring a scrap of affection from a woman who would only ever resent me.

“But it’s what is right. What is fair,” Rolina said with quiet venom. “Your ilk is many ghastly things, but they are always fair.”

Fair.

Such a word did not exist in this world of eternal gray.

Rolina should know that better than anyone. Yet so many souls held tight to the false security of right and wrong. I’d ceased believing any such security existed before knowing what the words meant.

No matter what realm you stood in, the expansive and diverse continent of Mythayla was cruel and unjust—perhaps far more than even the guardian I’d been stuck with.

Regardless, after years of being trapped, I was ready to embrace every inch of what awaited on the other side of that invisible veil. A veil I’d seen shine in the distance from the puddled rooftop of our apartment building, the only sign of its presence unless you dared to breach the wetlands and woods to approach it.

Supposedly, the vibration and heat of the wards were enough to repel humans from nearing, while those with faerie blood could walk right up to it. Some had even sworn they’d glimpsed the gigantic wolves and scaled beasts of Folkyn that roamed the ever-stretching forests and rivers on the other side.

The shuffled movement of huddled bodies came to a stop.

A hush descended over the field as both steed and monster alighted one by one.

Grass and flowers lurched. The very soil beneath our feet rippled. No one moved. I wondered if many had ceased breathing, and if they too felt it. The way the air grew colder—thicker—as if the horde of wild faeries had brought the night sky closer to land.

“Move,” Rolina snarled, nails curling into my skin once more.

I did, and right as someone stepped on my dress. I heard it tear and cringed. I loathed sewing, and Rolina would insist I mend it right away. I hoped I wouldn’t have to. Hoped I might never see our sewing kit again.

We stopped again, and over the many bobbing shoulders and heads before us, I tried to make out what awaited. I’d seen it before, but only from atop our apartment building. Never, ever so wonderfully close.

The horses were the first thing I glimpsed, jet black with wings and so tall their heads reached the top of the giant tent being erected. The dark material shimmered into place in slow rippling curls that could’ve been mistaken for a shudder in the night sky.

A place of feigned privacy for trade.

Just as the crowd moved forward again, a roar split through the growing chill. It seemed to crack open gaps between time to freeze us all. Awaiting Crustle citizens cried out and covered their ears, including Rolina. All those who weren’t like me.

Rolina cursed and swung her eyes up at me, a glimmer of something that looked alarmingly like fear within.

Impossible.

The creature who’d ignored me at best, belittled and abused me at worst, cared nothing for me.

I’d lost count of all the times I’d imagined what life might look like if I’d been her human daughter rather than a faerie who’d been forced to take her place. Until I’d learned there were far better things to spend my time imagining. Things that might prove achievable.

I didn’t know who I belonged to, but not a day nor night could pass without Rolina making sure I knew it wasn’t her.

My heart dipped, then began to race. After all this time, I would receive the chance to find out exactly where and to whom I did belong.

As the growling and roaring of caged beasts settled, we again pushed forward. Two flames danced to life upon steel poles, signaling the entrance to the tent. No one would ever find it otherwise. Rumor stated there was no opening in the tent. No entering without a faerie guiding the way.

Rolina’s impatience returned. Muttering to the backs of the men in front of us about the selfishness and slowness of those already paying their way into the tent to trade, she fidgeted. She scratched at her arms and attempted to look ahead, but she was too short to see much.

I pressed my lips together.

My unseemly height was one of Rolina’s favorite things to insult. At six-foot, I didn’t believe I was tall by faerie standards, but of course, I would forever be anything but seemly to her.

Closer and closer, the tent of faeries loomed.

I supposed I should have been scared, and I was. But mostly, I was just anxious. Worry of failure unfurled into worry over the outburst that awaited if we were turned away and I was left to clean up the aftermath of irate Rolina while also choking on my own crushing disappointment. A disappointment that would surely break my heart.

Three people now remained in front of us.

I felt Rolina’s desperation. If this didn’t work, then that was it. Just like every other citizen of Crustle, I was as good as stuck here. There was always talk of those risking their lives to escape, but I’d heard nothing of real use that might help me do the same.

It wasn’t that I had a death wish. I knew people lived here both out of choice and necessity, and I knew of the horrors awaiting in the faerie lands of Folkyn.

But I also knew that I’d been dumped here in Crustle for a reason.

Whether that reason be wretched or plain stupid, all I wanted was to know what it was. Perhaps then, I would learn who I was. Perhaps then, I could join my family or find a home within a community that allowed me to live a life of my own choosing.

A life that didn’t involve saving myself from all the world had to offer to appear nurtured and protected and, therefore, easier swapped with the hunt. A life that did not involve serving a woman who made a mess of our apartment just to keep me away from my few enjoyments to clean it.

A life that was a life—not a waiting game within a pretty cell.

Sacks of coin encircled the large boots of a muscular faerie taking names and payment. Silver glinted from the weapons strapped to his woven belt, in his arched ears, and from a glimpse of his large nose.

Two men remained.

People leaving the tent pocketed the coin they’d exchanged their prized possessions for, and headed quickly toward the dim glow of town.

One lone man holding an armful of books stepped forward.

Before I could get a good look at the titles or the female who exited the tent to whisper something to the coin and name collector—a sword sheathed at her back between two dark braids—Rolina latched onto my wrist and burst forward.

The man before us had yet to enter the tent, but she didn’t care.

She dragged me with her and tossed our entry fee into an open sack at the faerie’s feet.

The clink created a silence that screamed.

The female who’d been in talk with the collector froze and eyed us with glowing moss-green eyes. Laughing silently, she shook her head and patted the male’s arm. Then she rounded the tent and disappeared.

The male sighed. “Name.”

She spoke as soon as he did. “Rolina.”

“And the...” The male finally looked up from the handful of walnuts he’d retrieved from a pocket in his tight leather pants. A sharp brow rose as he chewed and stared at me. “Faerie?”

Rolina shifted her short brown hair behind her ear. “Her name is Flea.”

I nearly snorted at the way she’d casually pronounced it, as though I hadn’t been named after an insect because the woman hadn’t cared to name me at all.

The male looked back and forth between us with gold-brown eyes and dark brows. One of them was also full of silver rings. “Flea?”

“It’s short for Fleanna,” Rolina said, exasperated.

I chomped down on my lips, tempted to say she was lying. The male’s amused assessment of us told me he’d already guessed as much as he extended his hand for mine.

Certain creatures could detect age. In this case, full maturity could be confirmed by touching a faerie’s pulse. My stomach tightened, though I wasn’t sure why. I’d reached twenty years during the full moon just last month.

“Fresh,” the male confirmed, a tilt to his lips as he gave me another—far slower—once-over.

Heat rose up my neck to fill my cheeks when his thumb brushed over the sensitive skin of my inner wrist. Never had anyone touched me in such a way before, and though it was but a touch and expected, it still startled me.

I ducked my head, both ashamed and terrified and...

And something else.

Rolina snarled. “Eyes and paws off. We’ve important business to tend to.”

“I’ll bet you do,” the faerie muttered, but he released me and nodded to a bald female wearing an eye patch.

We walked toward her, and she eyed me curiously as she stepped aside to let us pass.

I felt it and almost gasped. A gap in the air right before the entry to the tent. The midnight material dissolved over our skin like water, cool and rushing.

Rolina shivered and made a low sound of disgust.

Another faerie with dark eyes stepped before us and gestured for us to wait. He then moved back to the shimmering wall of the tent.

Rolina huffed indignantly as we did as instructed.

Lining the large circular space were crates, sacks, and woven baskets, most already filled with wares. Numerous faeries sorted through them while others kept guard with weapons at their sides and backs.

It was then I began to understand why the Wild Hunt bothered with trade visits to Crustle.

At the tent’s center stood a dark metal table loaded with treasure and trinkets that glittered and gleamed. They spilled over it like stars reflected across a cloud-covered lake. As someone stepped away from the table, I glimpsed the embossed and worn spines of piles of books.

Faeries ushered some of the treasure aside, presumably what they considered high value, as we awaited permission to step forward.

I’d been too preoccupied with attempting to read the titles of the books to notice Rolina’s patience had run dry yet again.

I should have known it would. Regardless, shock seized me as she daringly crossed the grass floor of the tent to the creatures who sat at the trade table.

“Lady,” snapped the same male who’d halted us upon our entry. “You will wait to be called forth.”

My mouth opened and closed, fear and mortification keeping me frozen.

“I’ve waited long enough,” Rolina said. “Twenty years, to be exact.”

Unsure what to do, I gave the faerie what I hoped was an apologetic look and hesitantly trailed Rolina.

The male frowned. I feared he would throw us out when the creature who seemed to be in charge drawled in a cutting tone from his high-back chair behind the table, “Then, by all means, do show us what you’ve got that is of such importance.”

All kinds of folk lived in the middle lands.

But I’d never seen a being quite like this one.

He had the body of a giant man and a head that resembled a serpent. Where most men would have facial hair, scales flanked his cheeks. An off-green hue darkened his forehead and brightened his reptilian eyes. A sheet of parchment hung between his fingers. Each scaled hand had only four, half the length of a typical faerie digit. Darkened nails sprouted and curled, resembling sharpened claws.

“... she is clearly not mine.”

Busy studying the male’s unique features, I almost missed the exchange between him and Rolina.

“Why wait this long to bring her to our attention?” the male said, seeming more interested in an old watch he lifted to inspect closely. “There is nothing to be done—”

“Why wait?” My eyes widened as Rolina hissed, “Because the hunt do not trade with anyone under the age of twenty years.”

Those strange eyes flashed back to the flustered woman beside me, and I was certain the scaled faerie hadn’t once even glanced at me. “If she is indeed a changeling and you’ve kept her for all these years, then I’m afraid there is nothing that I nor anyone else can do for you. Your lost offspring is likely dead.” He looked at a male with similar scaled features who’d stepped forward. He gestured for us to be escorted out, then looked at the tent entrance. “Bring in the next.”

That was it.

My ears filled with a screeching buzz. Something cracked within my chest.

It widened as Rolina refused to heed the dismissal.

“Wait, wait,” she pleaded, her sharp tone now gentling with panic. “Please, I just know that if we tried—”

“Hush.” I placed my hand upon her upper arm and clasped it firmly in warning. “Come, we need to go.” It was far from wise to anger one of the Fae. Especially the hunt, who belonged to no royal house and therefore did not need to abide by their rules.

It happened too fast for my tense limbs to respond.

I was shoved with enough force to send me stumbling face-first into the trade table.

My hands grasped it, nearly tipping the heavy metal over as I righted myself. Fear hitched my instant apology, but no one was paying me any mind.

Everyone in the tent had risen to their feet. Every eye was pinned to my incensed guardian.

“I don’t want her!” Rolina screamed. “Twenty fucking years I’ve waited for this night. Twenty years I’ve waited and hoped for the return of my real daughter, you filthy, cheating, vermin scum—” Before she could utter another word, her eyes went wide.

Her thin frame went eerily still.

Then crumpled to the grass.

Fright and shock became a storm that emptied my mind and lungs as I beheld the corpse of the woman who’d given me both refuge and peril. The guardian who’d kept me alive but had smothered something fundamental inside me.

The monster who’d held me captive while never wanting me at all.

All of it—gone.

So many years of hoping and planning just...

Done.

My throat constricted. My eyes burned. “No,” I rasped and fell to my knees. I crawled to her, pulled her close, but I needn’t have bothered. I knew. I could already hear it.

Nothing.

Her heart was as good as stone. Unseeing eyes bulged, wide open beneath the orbs of firelight bobbing across the tent ceiling. Closing them with trembling fingers, I bowed my head, unsure how I was supposed to get her home. I could carry her, but then what?

My skin hummed in warning. I glanced up to find a silver mist descending.

“Get back,” a sharp voice commanded. “Unless you wish to join her in the pits of Nowhere.”

I dropped Rolina to the grass and shuffled back on my rear a second before the mist met her lifeless body. It seemed I wouldn’t need to fret about burying her—as right before my very eyes, she began to decompose.

Living in this prison of eternal in-between with both creature and human, I’d heard and seen a great deal of odd things. Magic used for entertainment, miraculous healing, and plenty of stealing. I’d even seen someone shapeshift for coin on the street. But this...

I couldn’t look away. The grass, soil, and even some weeds glowed brighter as if hit by a flare of sunlight.

As if they were absorbing Rolina’s flesh and bones like one would a hearty meal.

Someone cursed and groaned. “Every fucking time you’re here, I swear.”

A female snorted. “Never can help yourself, Vin.”

Laughter sounded. A roaring and unfitting orchestra that reminded me where I was and what could befall me.

“Your tyrant, I presume?” That voice again. The one that had told me to move. It was different. Not the same as the snake-skinned male who’d refused to trade with us.

I didn’t ask if he’d ended Rolina’s life. I supposed I didn’t need to know. She was gone, and trying to swallow that was more than enough for right now. I couldn’t have asked a thing if I’d tried, being that I couldn’t seem to make words form to answer his simple question.

Hands snuck under my arms, lifting me from the ground.

Instinct returned. I whirled as we exited the tent, smacking the male’s hard chest to be set down. The breeze gathered force, reviving me enough to realize I was making a grave error. But it was too late.

He dropped me to my feet and snatched my wrist, though not as violently as Rolina was prone to—had been prone to.

Sharp like the edge of a blade and as rough as a stone used to sharpen it, his low voice lured my eyes to his. “You might be lovely to look at, but that doesn’t mean I won’t kill you.”

My eyes widened upon his, and my cheeks bloomed with both anger and terror.

Eyes of molten gold gazed down at me, then narrowed. His large hand was cool, the pads of his fingers roughened, as he lowered my own.

I blinked and pulled my hand to my chest, cradling it although he hadn’t hurt me. Peering behind me to the tent, I stepped back from him before he did.

But looking was pointless when I’d seen it happen. There would be no trace of the woman I’d spent my entire life with. There was only a portable house of horrors veiled behind impenetrable canvas blending perfectly with the night.

“You...” I swallowed. “You killed her.”

The faerie’s thick brows crinkled. “That you care when the woman clearly cared nothing for you makes you awfully stupid.” There was a pause as he eyed my hands, then carefully, my face. “Your name.”

Most had left the field for town, leaving only a few stragglers awaiting entry into the tent. I turned in a circle, wondering what to do, where to go, what came next...

Home. I had to return to the apartment that had never been mine. Tomorrow, I would try to figure out what might happen next. Tomorrow, I would try to accept that nothing might ever change. That I’d still be stuck—

A throat cleared. I’d forgotten I had company.

The cloak-wearing murderer snapped, “Name.”

I startled, flinching as I spun back and had my first proper look at the male awaiting an answer from me. “Flea,” I croaked.

The giant with golden eyes tilted his head, watching me shift on my feet as my cheeks flamed. Of course, there was no need to repeat myself and say it clearer. He’d heard me just fine.

Those catlike eyes crept down my body. Not in a lewd way, yet I still grew hotter—more uncomfortable—by the moment. “Flea?”

“Yes,” I rasped.

“You’re lying.” He set loose an impatient breath and cursed quietly. “I’ll give you one more chance to tell me your true name.”

“I don’t have one.” My shaking hands grasped my brown skirts, clutching them tight. Perhaps I’d hit him again otherwise. Perhaps I’d seize the throat of his high collar and howl at him for changing and ruining everything within one measly second.

Perhaps I’d even thank him.

A death sentence, any and all of it, I was sure.

But as he lifted his hair-dusted chin, his gaze meeting mine down the bridge of his slightly crooked and slightly too long nose, I found myself asking this cruel stranger, “What am I to do now?”

He blinked, as if he were just as taken aback by the question as I was.

Then he scowled.

After a moment of unbending silence, he turned so swiftly for the tent, the breeze kicked up with the swish of his night-absorbing cloak.

And I was left more alone than ever before.
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Freedom.

For so long, I’d imagined what that might look like.

Not once had I imagined merely a larger cage. Not once had I guessed that the freedom to live a life of my own would actually leave me with little choice at all.

I’d never worked. Not for coin. I’d cooked, cleaned, washed, shopped, and dreamed of a world beyond the warded borders of Crustle and the recesses of my imagination.

The rare escape I’d found hid amongst the pages of books. Whenever Rolina was out, I would study pictures and read or sneak downstairs to the library to exchange books for more.

In the stairwell of our apartment building was a wooden door barely big enough for a grown creature to squeeze through. I’d discovered it one night when I’d been too young and afraid to leave the building.

After sitting upon the landing for countless minutes, I’d failed to find the courage to venture down the last curl of steps and outside.

Hesitant to climb back upstairs to the woman with a temper I’d been desperate to escape, I’d wandered over to look closer at the door. The wood was worn, hinges rusted and flaking. Yet the padlock gleamed like that of true gold with intricate engravings of birds and leaves.

With one touch of my curious fingers, the metal hadn’t just moved—it had unlatched.

The goblin who’d greeted me inside with such fright he’d nearly dropped his teacup had mercifully never had the padlock replaced. And though I shouldn’t have been permitted to borrow anything at such a young age, Gane had never sent me away.

My only companions, a lifeline and a bridge to adulthood, I’d handed myself over entirely to fiction and the tales and lore of other realms.

It was possibly the one and only thing I would eternally remain grateful to Rolina for—that she’d taught me my letters, the basics of reading, and numbers.

Of course, she had merely wished to make it seem as though she’d done whomever my faerie parents were a great service in caring for me so well. Not a year passed before she eventually grew tired of bothering with me at all. By the age of eight years, I could clean myself and parts of the apartment. I’d discovered the library during that year, and I’d learned enough to continue learning without her.

Books couldn’t save me now.

And after days spent cleaning the already pristine apartment and staring at Rolina’s extravagant belongings, I didn’t know what to do. There was nowhere else to go, and only one creature who might have cared.

Gane grew paler by the second as I finished informing him of all that had happened.

“That vile and foolish woman.” The goblin’s furry and crinkled arched ears twitched with discomfort as he glanced to the street-facing doors I’d never once used. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

“I know,” I said, sighing as I perched atop his tall desk, which sat giant and imposing in the middle of the narrow library. Due to his short stature, he had a set of wooden steps behind it, as well as a stool. I’d once asked him why he’d never sought a smaller desk for himself. He’d said that he’d rather people not look down upon him when requesting his assistance. “I don’t know what else to do.”

“You count yourself blessed by Mythayla to still draw breath, and that you can now do so without living under Rolina’s tyrannical rule.”

I snorted, though he was right. I was fortunate, I knew, but I was so many other conflicting things that I couldn’t seem to feel any one feeling for too long. “Is it bad?” I asked, hesitant. “That I do not grieve her.”

Gane scoffed. “You are too human for your own good. She was a monster of a woman.”

“But she gave me shelter.” I traced a fractal of light spearing through the aisles and over the worn desk from tall rectangular windows too grimy to see beyond. “Food, and some semblance of safety.”

“And you were required to slave after her in return until she could send you away. If you ask me, that woman was far more faerie than you and those she despised. Hypocrites always meet their matches in the end.”

Indeed, Rolina had.

Gane laid his quill down on his afternoon checklist and placed his gnarled hand over my fidgeting fingers. “You’re feeling bereft because you did not get what you want after hoping for all these years, and now you’re afraid you never will. But Flea...”

I studied his hairy fingers, and how my own far exceeded their stubby length, but I looked up at him when he said, “You have a chance to live a life of your own choosing now. You don’t need to cower nor answer to anyone. Nothing is stopping you from doing exactly as you wish. You do not need Folkyn.”

Nothing stopping me.

Those words rang through me, bittersweet. “I still need answers,” I said, and I’d told him as much hundreds of times before.

The goblin did as expected. Taking his hand from mine to remove his spectacles from his almond eyes, he shook his head as he cleaned them with his plaid shirt. “You only think you do, but that you were dumped in Rolina’s care says otherwise.”

Rolina had always loathed to be reminded that her daughter was likely dead. All these years, she’d refused to believe it. Her few friends in town and at her place of work—the Lair of Lust—had supposedly ceased trying to convince her to grieve and move on long ago.

“But I can’t just ignore it,” I admitted. “I’ve spent too many years believing it will happen.”

I could understand why Gane thought it was a waste of time to worry over creatures who did not worry over me, but... what if they did? What if they’d spent twenty years hoping I was okay, and that they might one day see me again?

What if I’d been stolen from them and left here in Crustle? As vengeance, or for my own safety? What if my parents were dead, and there had simply been no one to care for me? There were so many what-ifs, I could make a list as tall as the rafters in the library.

And I would never learn anything if I stayed here.

Gane set his spectacles back upon his wide face, then scratched at the white hair climbing his cheeks in tiny curling clouds. “You have to ignore it. There’s no other option, so cease breaking your own heart. Crustle is your home, Flea.”

But he knew that wasn’t entirely true; otherwise, he wouldn’t have left his podium with another exasperated shake of his head as soon as he’d finished speaking.

“Wouldn’t you wish to at least know where you came from?” I called after him as he traversed the awaiting piles of books in the aisle closest to the desk. “I have to find a way, Gane.”

“You don’t have to do anything. Go home and enjoy Rolina’s lavish life.”

His unwillingness to talk of a land he had chosen to leave when his wife had perished some decades ago did not surprise me.

But his desire for me to leave him alone did.

I jumped down from the desk, hope rekindling and warming my blood. “Gane, if you know of a way, then you must tell me.”

He’d never claimed to, but then, I’d never thought to ask. I’d believed, almost as strongly as Rolina had, that the Wild Hunt would swap me. At the very least, that they would find enough reason to take me home.

My fingers swept over the spines of books as I trailed the hobbling goblin from one aisle to the next. “Gane, please.”

He stopped and feigned rehoming a thick volume on the history of merfolk. One I’d read cover to cover five times. “There isn’t a way. None that I would dare suggest.”

“Then how did you come to Crustle?”

All he’d ever said was that he’d left Folkyn. Which I now suspected wasn’t true.

His silence was telling.

He sighed and turned to squint up at me. “I went to the royal house of Hellebore with the intention of stealing a statue as old as the land itself.”

I blinked, then I smiled broadly. “Really?”

His lips quirked before he made a sound of irritation and shuffled away. “Be gone, Flea. You are no criminal, and I won’t see you endanger yourself.”

I followed him to the back of the library. “But you did it.”

“The king took pity on me because one of his warriors told him of my wife, and he could see I merely wished to have no part in the land that stole her from me.”

“The frosty king of Hellebore took pity on you?” I almost laughed. “But he is a known tyrant.”

“Tyrants have souls too, Flea. Besides...” He waved a hand, entering the swinging waist-length door to the small kitchenette and heading straight to the tea kettle. “Leaving Folkyn and leaving Crustle are two very different feats.”

“Perhaps the governor will take pity on me now that I’ve lost my guardian.”

“You are of age to no longer need a guardian, and the governor couldn’t give two shooting stars about anyone but herself.”

He was right. Ruthless in a way that was almost admirable, the half-fae female who’d fought dirty to earn her role as keeper of the middle lands cared nothing for exceptions unless it suited her own greedy desires.

And despite foolishly feeling like one, I was no exception.

I was far from the first faerie to be thrown out of Folkyn as a babe, and I certainly would not be the last.

Gane set the kettle on the stovetop, and I snatched a piece of cheese from the chopping board.

He glared at me.

“Rolina spent the last of her pay on wine, celebrating the arrival of the hunt for days prior to their visit.” I shrugged and took another piece. “I’m almost out of food.”

“Then I suggest you find yourself employment and quit worrying over finding a way into Folkyn.”

“So there is a way.” I grinned around the cheese, and he snatched the board from beneath my hand when I reached for more. Goblins did not like to share food with anyone but their families, no matter how much they tolerated someone else’s company. “I know there is, and I know that you know what it is.”

“Flea,” he said, beyond exasperated now. “Even if I did know exactly how to get you in, I would take the answer with me to my grave.”

Cheese and disbelief clogged my throat. I swallowed thickly with a wince. “You would do such a thing to me?”

“I would.”

I scowled. “Why?”

“Because I care about you, and I will not see you die because I gave in to your fanciful dreams. Go home and get to thinking about where you might like to work.” With that, he stole through the swinging door of the kitchenette with his cheese to his private quarters on the other side.

I waited to see if he’d return when the teakettle whistled. He didn’t.
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It was odd to feel both relieved and saddened by someone’s absence.

Staring at the corner of the kitchen I’d cowered within as a youngling, I couldn’t decide where the sadness even came from. I healed quickly, yet I’d received a thin scar upon my arm at the age of seven years from a plate Rolina had thrown at me while I’d huddled with my arms over my head.

I shook off the memory and finished the last of the raisins.

The sadness wasn’t from missing her, I surmised as I changed into my finest gown of pleated emerald cotton with a cream satin bodice. Rather, it stemmed from knowing the woman who’d never wanted me had lived more than half of her life with nothing but grief and hatred.

And an unshakable belief that had failed her in the end.

I couldn’t bring myself to do anything with her belongings. This entire apartment, even the scant furniture and belongings within my own room, was all hers.

Never mine.

She’d always made it abundantly clear that I was a guest—an unwanted one—so the only comfort I found was when I could forget that fact by escaping into books.

I looked at Rolina’s room one last time.

The bed I’d made that she hadn’t slept in the night before she’d died. The clothing and wineglasses she’d left scattered over the large space for she knew I would clean up after her. The white and brown toadstool dust speckling the small mirrors upon her dressing table.

Then I closed the door.

It was time to search for employment, lest I head back downstairs to the library in a few days to beg Gane to help me when I ran out of food.

I was tucking my feet within my scuffed slippers when a tapping sounded upon the door.

We rarely had visitors. Rolina loathed for those she drank her time away with to pay any attention to me, and no one had come knocking since she’d died.

I wondered if word would spread, or if I’d need to inform all of whom she’d known.

Madam Morin stood upon the other side of the door, her high cheeks adorned in a bright-pink rouge and the tight rust-colored ringlets sweeping down from her updo. “Flea, darling.” Her shrewd apple-green gaze danced over me from head to toe. “My, how you’ve grown.”

I’d hardly dealt with the madam who was our landlord. There was no need when Rolina saw her every other evening at the pleasure house. The half faerie was also a friend of Rolina’s, which was how she’d gained employment after her husband disappeared.

Yet a slow blink of her kohl-painted lashes was the only reaction when I informed her of my guardian’s fate.

“Rolina’s gone.”

Morin’s ivory-gloved hand touched her ample chest. “I heard. Ghastly, isn’t it? What those wild ones can get away with.” Tutting, she said, “Such risky business, trading with the lawless folk. Why, you’re lucky to have escaped unscathed, dear darling.”

I nodded. I fell asleep each night to the memory of that flesh-and-bone-eating mist, knowing I had indeed been fortunate.

Sensing she was not here to offer condolences, I did my best to keep from growing stiff as I clenched the door and awaited the reason for this visit.

Morin’s smile waned, her hand sliding from her chest. “I do wish we could put off such a conversation, but it’s already been some days, and I’m afraid the matter cannot wait any longer.” Her gaze flicked over my shoulder. “Not if you wish to keep such a fine roof over your head.”

“The rent,” I said, my stomach sinking slightly. I’d begun to assume that was why she was here.

I opened my mouth to tell her I was looking for employment, then closed it when she spoke between pursed lips. “And there’s also the matter of Rolina’s other debt.”

“Other debt?”

Morin sighed and folded her hands before her. “As we both know, Rolina was fond of beautiful things, and beautiful things cost a lot of coin, my darling.”

I shook my head. “I’m afraid I still don’t quite know what you’re saying.”

“I’ll put it plainly, then.” The madam lifted her pointed chin. “Rolina was my friend, so I gave her exceptions I cannot grant to others. She spent her coin boldly and recklessly, and ahead of her scheduled payments from the Lair of Lust.”

“Oh.” My stomach churned. “But I have no coin to offer you. She spent it all. She—”

“I know.” Morin and her husband managed one of the most profitable businesses in Crustle. I understood exactly what it was, and I understood what was coming when her eyes gleamed a second before she said, “But as sweet as you are, your problems are not my own. The gold must be repaid.”

Gold.

I was nearly too afraid to ask, “How much?”

She arched a brow at my audacity, but then relented with a sigh that failed to stir one tight ringlet. “Ten gold coins, plus the remainder of this month’s rent.”

Shit.

The remaining rent was almost an entire gold coin by itself.

Color drained from my face in a rush that chilled my blood. I had no way of finding such a large sum of coin, and this greedy female knew it.

“I can give you two days to come up with the funds, or”—a slight smile was given with her suggestion—“you can work for me until the debt is repaid and you are a month ahead in your rent.”

I failed to keep from scowling. “But Rolina was never a month ahead.”

“Again,” she said, the sugar slipping from her tone, “Rolina was my friend. You are a faerie I barely know.”

I shouldn’t have been shocked. I’d known where this was headed. I could scent it in the air between us—the thirst for coin beneath her cloying apricot perfume as the madam stepped forward.

I still tensed when she grasped my chin and gently tapped her long nail beneath it. “You’re of mature age now, dear Flea.” She tipped it up with a smile that revealed her sharp canines. Her green eyes roamed my face. “A very fine replacement you shall make.”

The words escaped me before I could trap them. “I cannot work in a pleasure house.”

“No?” Morin stepped back with high brows and a fluttery laugh. “It would seem you’ve been left with no choice, my darling.” Turning away, she said, “I’ll send for you when it’s time.”

Misunderstanding what I’d meant by that statement, she sauntered down the hall to the stairs. All the while I grappled to find a way to inform her that she didn’t want me, and that I would certainly fail in such employment.

I’d never even been kissed.
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I should have been heartbroken.

The woman who’d ensured my survival, no matter how grim it had been, was gone. Forever washed from this world. Some tiny part of me should have felt guilty for not doing more to save her. For not adequately warning her of the danger that would befall us if her temper were to flare.

And I had been heartbroken. I’d lost my chance.

Now, I felt nothing but annoyance and an expanding anxiety for whatever loomed ahead.

Pacing the two-bedroom apartment while the bath filled, I stared at the gilded paintings of gowns and lamp-lit streets upon the walls and I thought of the coin. I thought of what it might cost to even so much as attempt to find another way to get what I wanted. To gain what might be my only chance at true freedom.

To finally find all the answers.

The Wild Hunt wouldn’t return for another year. Regardless, I understood now that it had been more than foolish to assume what I needed would be found with the likes of those who would end a life so swiftly because they’d been offended and lacking in patience.

No, there had to be another way. And whatever it was, it was sure to be expensive.

The sky had barely darkened when a gentleman wearing a mustard bow-tie and a monocle over one of his murky blue eyes arrived with a heart-stalling thud on the door. “Madam Morin awaits your escort to the Lair of Lust.”

“Of course she does,” I muttered, knowing better than to refuse although I didn’t need an escort to the building just down the street from the one I resided in.

I still hadn’t decided what to do. I hadn’t determined whether Morin had spoken true regarding Rolina’s debts, nor if it mattered. If she hadn’t, there was no way to prove such a thing. Especially when the evidence filled our apartment in the form of beautiful art, furnishings, wine stains upon the linen and carpets, and fine clothing.

In the end, there was nothing left to do but follow the gent and hope that I could make this meeting short by being honest with Morin about my lack of... uh, romantic experience. Then I would ask for more time to repay the debt, and find employment doing something I could actually do tomorrow.

With the exception of blaming me for her husband’s departure and therefore her fate, Rolina had never spoken of her work at the Lair of Lust. At a young age, I’d eventually pieced together what working for Madam Morin required due to the scents she’d bring home.

The idea of exchanging pleasure for coin had never concerned me, but I wasn’t what they were looking for. Though I’d too often wished differently, I hadn’t any experience with bedding someone. Rolina had wanted me untouched out of fear that my Fae family might not accept me if I’d been sullied by anyone in the middle lands of Crustle.

I found it hard to believe that would be true, given the hungry sexual appetites of faeries. Then again, I’d heard and read multiple contradictory tales regarding my own kin.

The Lair of Lust was a narrow three-story structure jammed between another apartment building and the long-abandoned florist on the corner. The ornate front doors opened to a high-end bar and lounges. Glass chandeliers were visible through the heart-shaped window.

Light glowed within, illuminating finely dressed patrons seated at the bar and around candle-topped tables. The walls were supposedly spelled to keep the noise from leaking out onto the street and into the neighboring buildings along it.

My escort walked past the front entrance.

Fear was soon replaced with curiosity as I was led down the tight alleyway beside the dark florist and around the corner to a metal flight of stairs. If anything, after another night spent tossing and turning with inescapable images of flesh-eating mist falling from a rippling sky, I could do with the distraction.

We climbed all the way to the third floor, the door opening with a quiet creak. “After you,” the gent murmured, his bushy mustache hiding his lips.

I nodded my gratitude out of habit and waded into a dimly lit hall. Brass lamps lined the bowing walls between a long row of closed plum-colored doors.

“Down the end and to your left. She’s waiting for you.”

I turned back, but found no sign of the monocle wearing fellow, whom I assumed might have been Morin’s husband. The wood floor groaned beneath my slipper-encased feet. The sound of laughter and clinking glasses drifted up the stairwell from the bar below. But other sounds could not be heard. At the end of the hall, I stopped, each breath growing slimmer.

The rooms must have been spelled for privacy, too.

Perhaps a distraction wasn’t what I needed after all. A night of unbroken sleep and a week to make more plans and better sense of all this sounded much better.

“Have you any idea of the time?” came a shrill voice and a cloud of that apricot perfume. “I was beginning to think you might have escaped Darold’s escort.”

“I, uh...” Before I could form proper words, Madam Morin’s hand curled around my wrist and tugged me into a large room. “Wait, I think we should talk about something,” I said, and swallowed as I studied the piles and rows of garments and lace and wigs choking nearly half of the room. “First, I mean.”

Waving my request away, Morin released me. “In case you haven’t noticed, the third floor is predominantly staff quarters. This is where you will arrive and leave. Quickly now”—a wary look was given to the door I’d been dragged through—“there’s no more time for dawdling.” She then hurried me behind a privacy curtain in the corner of the room and thrust the heavy velvet closed. “Your client arrives any moment, and he does not like to be kept waiting.”

A dress flew over the curtain and landed upon my head.

After enduring Rolina for so many years, I was more than skilled at handling those with no patience. Yet alarm speared through me at the mention of he.

Struggling into the filmy mixture of elastane, lace, and organza, I snapped the peach concoction into place over my arms and hips with a wince. “Skies squash me,” I whispered, turning to the side to inspect the skintight bodice in the scratched mirror. “I look like a peacock.”

A volcano of organza and ribbon rose at my waist to then spill beneath my hips. It fell to the floor to barely cover my toes.

The curtain was ripped open.

Morin’s crimson lips pursed as she eyed me. “Hair up,” she said, a finger in the air as she circled me. “Leave a few curls out. He is sure to love the kiss of winter-touched hair over a slim neck such as yours.” Lowering to the floor, she clucked with disapproval as she attempted to pull the skirts down. “No shoes. Too tall as it is.”

Straightening, her shrewd gaze dragged slowly over my physique. Unaccustomed to being so overtly scrutinized, I lifted my chin and curled my fingers into my palms to keep from covering my breasts. Which were at risk of bursting from their lace and satin enclosure, no matter how tightly wrapped. “Just how faerie did you say you are again?”

“I...” I frowned because I hadn’t, while wondering why it would matter. “I don’t know.” I tried not to laugh as I said, “A lot?”

A brow raised, Morin licked her teeth. “Show me those ears.” Lifting my hair, I did as requested, and a smile that appeared more hungry than pleased lit her green eyes. “Whatever you are, dear darling, you’ll certainly pass as full.”

Said ears heated and filled with my racing heartbeat as I attempted to ignore unwanted thoughts of what awaited.

“Come.” Turning, she beckoned for me to follow her back down the hall to a room at the very end near the exit. “Finish preparing in here. Hair, rouge, you know what to do. Hurry.”

The door slammed. Powders plumed from pots upon the once white and now stained furniture surrounding me.

There was only one other creature present. A male who sat at a stretch of mirror-lined tables edging the far wall. He’d paused in applying kohl to his eyes, and met my gaze in the mirror. “Fresh meat?”

I looked at the trays of glitters and powders scattered before him, unsure what to do. “I’m...” I swallowed thickly. “I think I might be sick.”

“Sit down,” he said with a scowl, then returned to lining his bright-emerald eyes. “You’ll ruin our tips with the scent of vomit clinging to us.” He was a faerie, or at least half, judging by the near-point of his ruby-studded ears.

I did as he said, but my hand shook as I reached for the jar of rouge brushes. Instead, I shoved it in my lap and stared at my reflection. My cheeks, high and sharply curved, were drawn, making my soil-dark eyes appear black.

I bit my lips to bring back their color. I could certainly do with the rouge. A ghost. My client was about to meet with a wraith. I was about to meet with a stranger, and I...

I couldn’t move.

Silence permeated like another flesh-eating mist. I twisted my fingers while silently reciting my letters in an effort to quell the unease noosing around my throat.

The male’s rich voice was gentler when he eventually spoke once more. “The first night is always the most daunting, but you never know...” He set the tiny brush back into a vial. “You might enjoy it.”

“Do you?” I asked, unsure why but needing his answer all the same.

He laughed, a buttery sound that both jarred and soothed. “Darling, do I look like I hate it? It’s the best job I’ve ever had, and believe me,” he huffed, “I’ve had many in my hundred years of existence.”

At that, I turned on the cushioned stool to better look at him. He appeared not a drop older than twenty-five years. Though that was no surprise. Even half-fae could live a few hundred years before signs of aging slowly took hold.

The male twisted on his stool, too. His thigh-high leather boots creaked when he reached down to his feet.

His focus sharpened on my face as he paused in tying the maze of laces. “Who in the skies are you, innocent one?” He sniffed. His neck rolled as he straightened, gaze brightening. “Such dark eyes for such a seemingly pure soul.”

I refrained from saying I wasn’t pure. I couldn’t be when I was more grateful than distraught over Rolina’s demise.

The door burst open.

Morin cursed viciously. “You haven’t done your hair.” I watched her scowl in the mirror. “Or so much as touched your face.” She looked over her shoulder into the hall, her complexion paling when she stared back at me and chewed her red-painted lip. She sighed. “Never mind. We’ve no time. Come.”

I offered a slight smile to the male who was now smirking at me and rose on weak legs.

As I entered the hall, the fear I could scent dampening the air grew stronger. Strong enough to realize it was not merely emanating from me but from the stiff-backed madam I trailed.

“Room twelve.” Halfway down the hall, she stopped and turned to me. Her apple-green eyes were glossy. “Whatever you do, do not displease him.” With that, she gestured to the slim stairwell beside her.

“But...” I frowned, thinking she would surely tell me more. “I don’t know anything. I don’t know what I’m expected to do or if—”

“You do whatever he tells you to. Now go.”

She waited as I hesitated. It was now clear there was no escaping this, and that informing her of my inexperience would be pointless.

So I gripped the railing tight and waded down to the second floor.

Adrenaline fled. Terror froze my feet to the floor before the closed purple door of room twelve. The room sat at the end of the hall. Firelight in the lone lamp upon the wall caused the aged brass of the numbers one and two to darken and then glow.

Could I truly do this? Not only was I ill-prepared, but apparently, I was also a coward.

The silence of the entire floor was too telling. Too stifling. Indeed, the rooms had been masked by spell-work to keep all sound trapped within.

Claws, sharp and sinking, dug deep into my stomach.

I shifted over the cool wood floor beneath my bare feet, unsure how I should proceed.

Was I supposed to knock or simply enter the room and introduce myself? Would he decide to just get straight to... business? What would such business entail when it was a transaction? I had some idea of what to expect when I one day gave myself to another, and I’d imagined passion, heat, and a magic that could not be explained. Would this gent want any such thing?

Perhaps he was expecting me to merely offer myself and forget about any enjoyment of my own. Was I permitted to enjoy it? What if I loathed it? How should one even offer themselves? Naked? Half clothed? Sprawled upon the bed and hopefully not shaking with fear of the unknown?

Behind me, the stairs halfway down the hall tempted like an alluring siren I wasn’t sure I could muster the courage to become.

If I fled, then I would face yet another gigantic setback and certain danger. Like so many with business in the middle lands, Morin would have people to punish those who dared to disrespect her. If I stayed, then I would face the stranger awaiting the use of my body on the other side of the door that seemed to pulse with the uneven thud of my heart.

As if plucking a piece of broken glass from my foot, I seized the handle with gritted teeth and opened the door.

Of course, the first thing I noticed was the bed. Deep purple gauze was secured with black ribbon to the four posts surrounding it. It waited dressed in similar colored bedding in the center of the far wall.

I saw nothing else.

My teeth unglued, my attention stolen by the commanding presence of my first client.

He stood at an oak liquor cabinet mere feet from where I was frozen in the doorway, his hair only a shade lighter than the rippling black silk of his loose shirt. I drew in his staggering height, then the long fingers leaving the crystal decanter of whiskey he set down.

The most beautiful man I’d ever seen turned, his thick hair whispering over a broad shoulder. “You’re late.”

I was unable to keep my eyes from widening as my heartbeat stalled.

Man was the wrong word.

Every inch of him was pure and cold-blooded faerie.

My heart restarted with a violent patter. Unsure how to respond—how to talk at all—I uttered dumbly, “I am?”

He stilled, and I knew I’d displeased him. The air changed, growing chilled with talons and teeth as he turned in full.

I almost wished he hadn’t.

His eyes were a blue so deep, they resembled the sky before an evening storm. Fringed in dark lashes, their uncompromising weight caused my heart to cease racing in my chest.
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