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        For all women

        You are worth so much more than the world attempts to value you at.

        You are brilliant. You are beautiful. You are enough.

        The stardust in your veins makes you so.
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      Radley Whiteclaw stared at the three wolf pups behind the fae bastard currently looking at him as if he were nothing more than scum. Radley was an alpha, had earned his right for respect, but this fae, Graeme Snapdragon, didn’t seem to think the same as he did. There would always be species who thought themselves better than others. There were those who thought the werewolves nothing better than animals. They didn’t realize the strength that came with embracing the wild.

      “You would barter the lives of children?” Radley growled, his voice low with threat. The three wolf cubs had already been through unspeakable trauma, would likely suffer with night terrors for the rest of their days after the ordeal they’d been through, and here was Snapdragon, using the situation to his advantage.

      “A favor is a favor,” Graeme Snapdragon replied. His voice lacked any emotion at all, as if this were a transaction and nothing more. That’s all this was to him. A

      transaction. The fae had no honor.

      “They’re children,” Radley tried again. “Children who have been through enough without you attempting to call in favors for them later in life. They’ve already suffered at the hands of your kind.”

      Snapdragon tensed at the venom in those words, at the clear hatred, but he didn’t comment on it. Fierce vibrant eyes, eyes too pretty in a too pretty face, blinked slowly at me, not daring to admit that it was a fae who stole the children while they slept, not willing to admit that he’d lost control of one of his own.

      “Regardless of the events, I stepped in and took care of the problem. Unless you would rather me take the children back to my home in payment, a favor is owed. I care not where it comes from.”

      “If anything, you should owe them a favor. After all, it was your creature who stole them,” Radley spit.

      Hard eyes met his. “I could always just keep the children, alpha. I’d be within the law to do so.”

      Radley stiffened and glanced over his shoulder at the mother standing tense, her bloodshot eyes focused on the three cubs wrapped around each other behind the fae in terror. She’d been distraught when she’d woken to find her babies gone, when she’d realized she’d been unable to attack because of a sleeping powder the fae had blown in her face. She’d been through enough and Radley wouldn’t allow her to owe this fae anything. As part of his pack, she and her children were his responsibility and he’d failed them. There should have been better protections in place against fae who thought to do harm to those more vulnerable.

      Radley looked back at Snapdragon, took in his relaxed stance, as if this were nothing more than business as usual. He supposed, for him, it was. The fae were notorious for making deals and keeping books full of favors owed, even calling in favors to a family long after the one who made the deal was dust. This was nothing more than a deal to him, a way to have a wolf in his Doom Book. Scowling, Radley placed his hand on his chest.

      “I take on the responsibility of the favor owed to the fae for rescuing the three wolf pups of the Northeastern Chesapeake Clan. A single favor will be owed to the Snapdragon family, and once the debt is paid, I’ll be free.” The tiny zing of power along his shoulder blades nearly made him tense, but Radley instead stared at Snapdragon, unflinching. “Now, release the cubs,” he demanded, eyes hard on the fae who dared to barter with children’s lives. Radley hoped one day he could barter with the life of the fae before him, or someone he cared about. It would only be fair, and when he was distraught, Radley would remind the fae that a favor is a favor.

      Snapdragon waved his hand toward the fae surrounding the pups and they stepped back, allowing the pups to dart through toward their mother. The she-wolf threw herself forward and sunk to her knees before them, her relieved sobs reaching Radley’s ears and pulling at his heart strings. Snapdragon had no reaction. Of course, he didn’t. The fae had no emotions at all. They were all cold, heartless monsters.

      “Your favor is accepted and will be called upon when needed,” Snapdragon rattled off before turning away.

      “I hope the stain on your soul outweighs the one on your suit jacket,” Radley spit, barely keeping himself from vibrating with rage.

      Snapdragon glanced down at his lapel but there was no stain there, not apparent to most eyes, but Radley had wolf senses. He could smell the stain of food, could see the barest outline where it had plopped on the white suit before Snapdragon had instructed someone to remove it. When he seemingly saw nothing, he glanced over his shoulder at Radley.

      “I have no soul, alpha. I’ll be seeing you.” And then the head of the Snapdragon family walked away, as if he hadn’t just handed over children traumatized by his people.

      “Fucking fae,” Radley breathed, not loud enough for anyone to hear but a curse upon the fae none-the-less. If it ever came time for Snapdragon to call in that favor, Radley would do everything in his power to get back at him for the insult, for daring to threaten to keep the children when the mother was right there begging for her children’s lives.

      “Thank you, alpha,” the female sobbed as she held her distraught children close. “I can repay you—”

      “That won’t be necessary, Sila. It was my responsibility and I’d do so again.” Knelling down before her, Radley touched her shoulder before touching each of the strong cubs. “They’ll be great wolves one day. Look how brave they were.”

      The fae had been one step away from skinning the pups to use their pelts. Monsters were alive and well in every species, even humans, but evil fae were far more dangerous than most. That fae no longer lived thankfully, Snapdragon taking care of that, but the threat that more fae could decide to do the same drove Radley forward.

      “Thank you, alpha,” Sila croaked, bowing her head.

      Radley nodded. “I’ll see to it that your home, and any with children, are further protected.” The protections would be expensive, would cost the Clan money they simply didn’t have, but there was nothing else to do. Children must be protected at all costs.

      “I’ll take on extra shifts—”

      “You’ll take a month off to spend with your children,” Radley ordered, interrupting her offer. Sila would feel the need to repay him, but it wasn’t necessary. Radley was only doing his duty to protect his Clan. “I’ll take care of everything, and your job will be waiting for you when you come back.” His eyes softened. “Enjoy your time with your babies, Sila. There will be plenty of time for work in the future.”

      The grateful mother nodded and lifted her young cubs in her arms, the children barely old enough to shift between forms. They certainly couldn’t control it. One of the children was still wearing his pelt where the others were in their skin. It would likely take some coaxing and working with him to help him transform back. Before they’d been stolen, the young male had been unsuccessful in shifting at all. Fear could easily lock a form in place.

      “Come on. Let’s go home,” Radley murmured, gesturing for the truck he’d driven in. It was beat up, had seen better days certainly, but it was a good and reliable truck. He didn’t need expensive cars like Snapdragon, didn’t have access to that sort of wealth. A good alpha spread money throughout the Clan. He didn’t spend it on himself.

      With one last look back at the lavish Snapdragon estate, Radley Whiteclaw loaded the female and the three cubs safely into his truck and pulled away, returning to the forest he loved. The further away from the fae bastard he got, the better he felt, until it was almost easy to forget the blood debt he’d just promised.

      Almost. . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twenty Years Later

      

      

      The party was bustling with the euphoria characteristic of fae gatherings. Someone had gone all out with the decorations, stringing fae lights through the trees in a way that mimicked fireflies. Knowing the fae, they could actually be fireflies strung with needle and thread through the trees, desperate to escape. Only the faery wine Cricket Snapdragon had drank could drown out their screams as they fought to get away if that were the case. She heard nothing, thank the fates, but that didn’t mean anything with the amount of wine she’d already ingested. These sorts of parties were all the same. Glamorous cloaks over barely restrained violence. The fae were not all so good. In fact, most were far from it. Only the might of her father kept most of them in check, but when a fae lost control, blood was left in his wake.

      Cricket didn’t have such desires. Not once had she thirsted for blood and violence. Not once had she thought about harming another creature. Some would say that made her weak. She would argue it made her stronger. She was above those base instincts, didn’t have to succumb to them. Instead, Cricket could act how she wished, could move through life without the urge to hurt tugging at her. She wasn’t blood thirsty, not by a long shot, but the majority of the fae population couldn’t know that. As the heir to the Snapdragon legacy, she had to appear strong before all.

      In the booth beside her, Lisianthus, or Lisi as she called him, sat sprawled with a nearly naked fae male on his lap. The male was rubbing all over him, picking at his skin, mewing like a kitten high on milk. Even with the faery wine in her system, the sound was grating on Cricket’s nerves. It bothered her that so many would willingly prostrate themselves before her like objects, that they’d do the same for Lisi because he was her friend, but there was nothing to be done about it. She’d spent the better part of her life arguing for the fae to have respect for themselves, but she now knew that’s how they did so. If the fae weren’t trying to make connections to get higher on the food chain, they had nothing. That’s how they earned their worth. She’d just been lucky enough to be born into that worth, and often took it for granted. Tonight was one of those night the weight of the Snapdragon name sat heavy on her shoulders.

      “Relax, Cricket,” Lisi urged, his eyes half-lidded as he stared down at the male currently rubbing him through his leather pants. Likely, Lisi would take the fae in the back rooms, make him scream his name in the hopes that this poor male would gain momentum with his ambition. He wouldn’t. Lisi didn’t keep fae, didn’t return once he’d had them. He was perpetually bored and the only thing that kept his attention was the chase. Once a creature gave into him, they’d already lost.

      “Something about this party makes my skin itch,” Cricket grumbled, frowning in disgust at the male that suddenly dipped his hands inside Lisi’s pants. “Do you have to allow that right beside me?”

      “Don’t be jealous,” Lisi purred. “I’m sure there’s a nice fae just waiting for you to show him attention willing to suck on you until you grow tired of his touch.”

      There were plenty of fae waiting for exactly that, but Cricket had long since grown tired of fucking her way through those fae. It was a soulless exchange when the fae only wanted her for her name and nothing else. They’d do anything to earn her favor, and she’d found, when they were willing to give so much for nothing, she didn’t want it. For once, she just wanted someone to want to know her for her, not for what she could offer them. But with a name like Snapdragon, such things weren’t likely. Even Lisi, with his “friendship”, would throw her away if someone higher came along to offer something he couldn’t refuse. Fae were nothing but power-hungry creatures, and here was Cricket with much of the power and no desire for it. She just wanted to put her knowledge to use and make her father proud, maybe one day find someone who could love her for more than her family legacy.

      Lisi moaned and Cricket glanced at him with a sneer. “Enough,” she spit, more venom in her tone than she’d intended.

      The fae male immediately stopped what he was doing and stood, bowing his head to Cricket before scuttling away with fear in his eyes. Cricket had never harmed anyone, but her family had. Even if Cricket didn’t desire to raise her hand against someone, she could easily have someone else do her dirty work. The fae didn’t know she wouldn’t. They only had to believe she would.

      Lisi sat up with a scowl. “You ruin all the fun, Cricket. That male would have bled so beautifully.”

      And the fae, when they bled, sparkled.

      “Don’t you ever hunger for something more than meaningless sex and a little bit of power?” she asked, her eyes tracing over the crowd. “This is nothing more than a mirage hiding wildness.”

      “We’re not the elves,” Lisi replied, rolling his eyes at Cricket and her philosophical questions. “Wildness is all that we are. Forget your worries and just enjoy the night. It’s been so long since we’ve been to a party with as much debauchery as this.”

      “They’re all the same,” she murmured, but Lisi was already distracted with another male strutting past with large golden wings on display. He had the tip of one wing pierced, a status symbol that he could handle pain. The wings were one of the most sensitive parts of a fae. Piercing it was an agonizing pain Cricket would never venture into, but Lisi liked those who would dare straddle the line of pain and pleasure.

      “Then drink more wine,” Lisi answered once the fae was passed. “Forget your worries and enjoy the prosperity you were born with.” He snapped his fingers and a muscular fae male stepped forward. He was too pretty for Cricket’s tastes, better fit Lisi’s with the glitter smeared across his chest, but Cricket sighed anyway.

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Of course, I’m right. I would never lead you astray like that, darling,” Lisi purred. A lie within a truth. Lisi would lead her astray if it benefited him, but Cricket was adept at recognizing such manipulation. After all, her father was Graeme Snapdragon, the greatest manipulator of all time.

      The glittery fae male bowed his head toward her, long lilac-colored hair sliding over his shoulders and intriguing her. Perhaps, she should take him up on his offer after all. It was just a bit of fun, just a way to forget the name she bore for just a little longer.

      Nodding her head, Cricket accepted his offer despite the clear effects of faery wine in his hooded eyes. Brilliant purple wings folded away as the male took a seat beside her on the backless couch. Her own pink wings were out and displayed as she liked them. Putting them away behind glamour always made her itch.

      “Hello, Snapdragon,” the fae purred, leaning too close. He didn’t dare reach out a hand to touch yet, not without permission.

      Attempting to throw caution to the wind and simply enjoy herself, Cricket dragged a finger along his smooth jawline, inviting him to touch, to pleasure.

      “That’s my girl,” Lisi goaded, gesturing for the golden winged fae to come to his lap. The fae eagerly pranced over, his piercing dancing in the lights to let Lisi know he wanted some pain with his pleasure.

      Cricket wasn’t Lisi’s girl. She was very aware that Lisi wanted to use her for her name, that he was only her friend because she allowed it and because it benefited him. At least she didn’t have to worry about Lisi going after her sexually. He much preferred the company of males.

      Strong but smooth hands traced along her bare thigh, threatening to slip up her short skirt, but her hand stalled him before he could go straight to the source. Cricket much preferred to spend time with foreplay. Unfortunately for her, most males, no matter their species, thought going straight for the main event was the way to make a female wet. Any attempt at desire she might have had dried up the moment the male revealed he didn’t know what he was doing, but he was still touching her, his other hand sliding along her lower back. When those glittery fingers brushed against her wings, she shot to her feet, her face twisted with anger.

      “How dare you?” she growled, staring down into his hooded eyes. “I should kill you for that slight.”

      Lisi laughed. “Calm down, Cricket. Look, he hardly knows where he’s at, let alone that he touched your wings.”

      Disgust coated Cricket’s tongue. Consent was important, but this male had barely enough awareness to consent if any at all. Most of the fae at this party were so high on dust or drunk on wine, they didn’t know up from down. She set her own glass of potent faery wine on the table barely touched, determining the wine was probably altered for such effects.

      Just before she could declare she was leaving, a piece of paper folded like a butterfly came from nowhere, fluttering before her and releasing sparkles around it. Despite knowing who it came from, Cricket smiled and offered her hand for the paper butterfly to land. Her father had always delivered messages this way, ever since she was a little girl. Though she was no longer so small, no longer a child, he sent his letters this way. It was one of the few ways Cricket knew her father cared for her despite his position and what it demanded of him. A fae male of his power shouldn’t place so much weight in a daughter, but her father allowed her some freedom most fae didn’t have. He allowed her to take over the marketing for some of the businesses, allowed her to prove herself more than most would when she’d asked.

      “A message from daddy,” Lisi murmured, watching in interest. “What does it say?”

      It wasn’t often that her father sent messages and Lisi was a nosy bitch. Cricket understood his curiosity.

      Gently unfolding the letter, she read the words written in elegant script and sadly realized it wasn’t her father who had written it at all, but his secretary. Her father had only instructed the secretary on how to send the letter.

      Your presence is requested at home promptly. A jet has been sent.

      Cricket sighed. Home was on the opposite coast from where she currently stood, which explained the jet her father had sent. She could fly long distances, but it would take far longer to fly from the east coast to the west by wing than by plane.

      “Time to go,” Cricket told Lisi. Her friend shoved the fae off his lap and stood, adjusting his flamboyant lapels. He was always ready to be called by the Snapdragon family despite not owing them a favor or debt. He would have been honored to owe them a debt, but Cricket would never give him that opportunity to submit himself for slavery despite knowing his reasons for being her friend.

      With one last look at the fae male barely coherent enough to crawl after her a few steps in displeasure, wondering if she should help him somewhere, she turned away. There was no help for him. He’d chosen to be under the influence and if she put him somewhere else, he’d only wake up angry that he’d missed out on the party. Still, when Lisi looked away, she wiggled her fingers at him, putting a protection around him that would prevent anyone from taking advantage of the male without his express permission. If he passed out, at least no one would take advantage. It was the best she could do at the party surrounded by fae who would salivate at her bleeding heart.

      Lisi threaded his arm through hers and the crowd parted for them as they left.

      Cricket’s legs were only slightly wobbly as she balanced on the heels Lisi swore made her ass look like a tulip. To this day, she didn’t know if it had been an insult or a compliment but she rather liked tulips anyways.

      After all, tulips were wholesome.
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      Behind the expensive sunglasses Cricket wore, the Snapdragon Estate rose high in the sky, a lush waste of money if you asked her. The Estate was every other fae’s wet dream but since her mother died, it had taken on a hollow feeling every time she was called home. Large and imposing, so much money put into the carvings rivaling gothic architecture, the sprawling house wasn’t a home; it was a prison. No one came out to chain her as the car circled the large fountain in the middle of the driveway, but they were heavy on her wrists none-the-less.

      The house reminded Cricket of the name she had to live up to.

      As the Rolls Royce rolled to a stop before the house, Peri, the house manager, promptly opened her door before she could do so herself. She was prone to doing such things just to send him into a tizzy but today, she couldn’t seem to get the energy to tease him. The air was heavier at the Estate today than it had been since the last time she’d been home.

      When had that even been?

      Frowning, Cricket glanced sideways at Peri. “When was I last home, Peri? My memory seems to be slipping.”

      “As it’s want to do the older you get,” he replied fondly, the corners of his eyes crinkling. Indeed, Peri was the only warmth Cricket found in the place. “It’s been two years now, bug.”

      Cricket’s chest squeezed. Two years since she’d been home. How had so much time passed despite all her work? “Oh, Peri. . .”

      “I don’t blame you, bug. You were proving your worth—quite admirably I might add—and time flies when you’re having fun.” The older fae smiled gently and cupped her shoulder quick enough to be seen as proper though Cricket could tell he wanted to do more. Peri was one of the only fae she trusted completely. He didn’t want to use her, didn’t do anything more than offer the paternal care her father never had. “I’m so proud of you,” he added, but though she could see the pride shining in his eyes, there was something there in the tightness around his eyes.

      Cricket paused and studied him. Whatever was going on, Peri would know. He always knew. “Do you know why I’ve been called home?” Her voice was hesitant, unsure if she wanted answers from her friend.

      Peri nodded. “I do, but I’d prefer you wait for your father to explain rather than you ask me,” he winced. “Just know you should steel your spine for this one, bug.”

      “That bad?”

      “Depends who you ask.” Peri gestured toward the large double doors. “Let us go inside rather than stand out here like targets. Those brilliant pink wings would be easy to pick out among the greenery.”

      Cricket rolled her eyes as she was often found doing growing up around Peri. “As if your bright periwinkle wings were not easily picked out.”

      He grinned. “But killing me would do nothing other than inconvenience the Estate. Killing you would send the Snapdragon family into chaos. You know this.”

      “How could I not?” Cricket parroted. “I’m reminded of it any time I choose to move outside of my own home.” She side-eyed him. “Speaking of, have you considered my job offer?”

      Peri tensed, giving her the answer she knew was coming. “You know I would love to work for you, bug.”

      “But?”

      “But your father denied the request under the guise that I’m too valuable here.”

      Her nose wrinkling, Cricket followed Peri into the house that was so heavily decorated, so gaudy, it was almost nauseating to her. “But that makes no sense. You’d be just as valuable under my roof, especially since I’m the heir.” When Peri shifted uncomfortably, unwilling to hide his feelings for her like other fae were apt to do, her frown deepened. “Peri?”

      “You’re to go straight to your father’s office, bug.” There was a sadness to his words. She didn’t want to go so far as to say his words were desolate, but they were certainly heavy with disappointment.

      “You’re freaking me out, Peri. Lighten up. There’s not much my father could say that would be so bad as all that, right?” When he didn’t answer, Cricket’s eyes widened. “Peri—”

      “Go on into your father’s office, bug,” he interrupted, gesturing toward the large, carved wooden door.

      Her father was a fan of opulence and history and so the door depicted a scene of the first Snapdragon battling a clan of werewolves. He was an ancestor that had died long before Cricket was born, but every Snapdragon knew of the Zephyr, the one who tamed the werewolves from savage beasts into functioning members of society. Cricket didn’t know if she believed the werewolves needed tamed at all or if it had been some elaborate ruse to cull the werewolf population—after all, history was written by the victors—but it was a pretty enough story.

      Looking at the scene of the door, Cricket glanced over at Peri one last time. “Should I be worried, Peri?” He nodded once and turned to walk away.  “Thank you,” she called, making him freeze. “For warning me.”

      Peri turned back one last time, his eyes sad but that pride still shone in his eyes, pride for a young fae who he’d raised when her own father couldn’t be bothered to do so. “It would have been an honor to work with you in your household, bug.” And then he was gone, back to his duties for the house.

      Of course, if Peri had been able to work for her, he would have been making much more money and done far less work. Her father likely suspected that and denied the request, but she could reason with him. She’d spent her life convincing him that her ideas were worth something. Peri’s family owed the Snapdragon family generations of service sure, but why couldn’t Peri spend the rest of his with her being treated far better than he was here? He deserved it.

      Steeling her spine just as Peri had suggested, Cricket knocked on the door in a chaotic pattern that would both annoy her father and let him know it was her at the door. When his brisk, “come in”, echoed through the door, she pushed at the heavy wood that felt like nothing in her hands. As slight at Cricket was, the fae blood she carried was capable of things most others weren’t. Such was the benefit of being a Snapdragon. Better strength, though not as strong as other species, the ability to see magic others couldn’t, the perfectly tuned instincts about business. Cricket preferred putting those powers toward marketing for the numerous businesses the Snapdragon family owned, and had eagerly taken it upon herself to show her father she was more than capable of taking over the family when he one day returned to the fade.

      Graeme Snapdragon sat at his desk in the rear of the room. The large piece of wood was more monstrous than functional, an intimidation tactic that did nothing to intimidate her, not when she’d grown up weaving through the many legs of the desk. The entire thing appeared as if it had been taken straight from the swamps and polished, looping legs that spread out in a pattern of roots searching for nutrients. If it weren’t so masculine, it would be pretty.

      “Welcome home, daughter,” he said without looking up from whatever paperwork he was pouring over. “It feels like it has been an eternity since you’ve stood before me.”

      “Peri informed me it’s been two years,” Cricket replied, moving forward to perch on one of the plush chairs. Her wings remained out, so she balanced on the edge rather than taking an actual seat. The chair was modified for creatures with wings but she much preferred to be positioned in a way where she could look her father eye to eye. If she sat in the seat, she’d be lower than him, which was entirely the point of the chairs. Many a business partner realized it when it was too late to move, once it would be seen as rude and restless.

      “Has it been so long?” He hummed low in his throat and glanced up at Cricket over the stack of papers. “Peri is better at keeping time than I am, it seems. I thought it was just a few years ago that you were still weaving between the roots of my desk and giggling when I tried to catch you.”

      Cricket tilted her head. It wasn’t often that her father reminisced about her being a small child so long ago—she was well over two centuries now—but when he went down that road, bad news tended to follow. The last time he’d done so, he’d been sending her to a university she hadn’t wanted to go to though it was prestigious enough. In the end, she’d decided it didn’t matter where she went as long as she was allowed to study whatever she wanted, which she had been. But knowing that and seeing her father use the same tactic now, Cricket began to fidget with her fingers where her father couldn’t see. Anxiety bubbled beneath her skin, but she kept it in check. Snapdragons were not vessels of emotion. They were meant to be vessels of duty.

      “Which reminds me, why did you deny my request to have Peri work at my estate?”

      Her father set the papers down and steepled his fingers as he looked at her. “I know very well the type of work you’d have Peri do, Cricket. You’re fond of the old fae. I understand that, but he’s required to work for his favor. You know that.”

      “He would be working thoroughly,” Cricket argued. “I can show itemized lists of what his duties would be—”

      “It’s already been written off. My answer is firm.”

      Cricket’s lips slammed shut at the command, her shoulders holding so much tension in them, her wings remained still behind her, not even a twitch. Her father would never allow Peri to leave, and despite that making her sad, she kept her emotions to herself for now. As a child, she’d been punished for allowing her emotions to get the better of her. Snapdragons were stoic and proper, hard and commanding. While Cricket was none of those things, she’d been trained so thoroughly that she knew how to pretend she was, but she hated feeling so caged. Her father might as well have clipped her wings with that training, if not for the utter determination that she would one day rule the family and therefore could make her own rules.

      “How was Manhattan?” her father asked, studying her closely, looking for cracks in her training. He was always looking for more weaknesses so that he could attack them and make them stronger.

      “The same as always. No one seems to care about who I am passed my name, only what I can offer them.” She waved her hand through the air. “They never change.”

      “The masses don’t. They all expect something from you, want something from you. That’s why it’s important to pick and choose who you give to—”

      “In order to protect the family,” Cricket finished with a roll of her eyes. “I know the speech, Father.”

      “Then you know you have a duty to fulfill.” He picked up a folder from the desk. The manila folder was plain enough, her name written in the elegant script of the secretary across the top of it. There were enough papers in the file that it was thick and heavy as he passed it into Cricket’s hands.

      She frowned down at the thick folder. “What’s this?”

      He pointed to the folder as if it held all the answers. “I’d like you to pick one from that stack. They’ve all been approved as great options.”

      Cricket looked down at the folder in her hands and flipped it open to the first page. There was a bunch of information on the page, including family history, education, and anything else. The picture held a stern fae male, younger than her by a few years. His jawline was too pretty for Cricket’s tastes but that hardly mattered.

      “Are you looking at a merger again, Father?” Cricket asked. “You know I don’t prefer the business side of things. I much prefer the marketing to recruiting and scouting.”

      “Yes, I know.” Her father nodded his head. “And your marketing plan for Jewelton was very clever. We’ve increased sales by three hundred percent because of that alone in the last year.” Cricket beamed under the praise, but her father wasn’t finished. “However, this isn’t business in the way you’re thinking.”

      Frowning, Cricket flipped through the pages, seeing male after male with their picture and information. There were different types of men, some she was familiar with, others she wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole, but they all stood proper in the photographs. Names, addresses, family history. Her father had even gone so far as to list their weaknesses. Alcoholism was listed—a feat for the fae—as well as gambling addictions, abuse. . .

      “What is this?” Cricket asked, confused. She prided herself on her cleverness, but something about this situation was making her question that fact. She couldn’t put two and two together.

      “I know you prefer males to females,” Snapdragon continued. “That’s why I’ve excluded the women, however, if you’d like to see those options as well, they’re available.” His voice was so calm, so sure.

      Cricket snapped her head up and stared at her father. “Wait,” she whispered. “Stop. You’re not—”

      “It’s time, Cricket,” he interrupted, taking his seat again and watching her carefully.

      “Time for what?” she grunted, closing the folder and the dozens of fae men looking at her before tossing it back on the desk. She couldn’t stomach looking at them anymore.

      Snapdragon’s eyes narrowed, and despite sitting before his daughter, she watched the danger crackle along his large imposing wings. She hadn’t gotten her bright wings from him, not when his were like blue lightning. Cricket’s colors came from her vibrant mother. “It’s time to do your duty to this family legacy. Your job is to further the bloodline and to marry prolifically for—”

      “You mean you’re selling me like a prized cow,” Cricket spits, standing up as emotion filled her body. Anger hit her first, sizzling along her wings, but it was the fear that nearly froze her. Not a single fae male in that folder would allow her to live her life, to dabble in business. She would be seen as a trinket and nothing more. “I thought you said I was a great marketing asset?” She was ashamed of the way her voice wobbled, as if she were pleading, but that was all she had right in this moment. She couldn’t very well get on her knees and beg. That would only hurt the situation.

      “You are—”

      “Then why can’t I further our family in that way? Why marry me off and lose the marketing that you claim is so great? I’ll be nothing but an incubator if I’m married.”

      Cricket barely managed to keep the fear from her voice, her words matter-of-fact and clean. There wasn’t a single wobble in those words the second time, a fact she was proud of, but the fear was slowly closing off her throat, choking her, stealing her breath. Still, she was a Snapdragon, and she’d use all the tools at her disposal that came with that name.

      “The family bloodline is more important than—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Cricket interrupted again, her anger taking over. How dare her father take such a choice from her? “I won’t marry.”

      “You will marry, Cricket Snapdragon. It’s your duty.” His eyes were hard but despite the heightened emotions, he had not moved from his spot
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