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          PIPER

        

      

    

    
      It should have been harder to take the children. For that, I blamed the parents. But, then again, if it weren’t for the lousy parents, I wouldn’t have found their children in the first place.

      A bonfire licked at the chilled evening air, dancing with the constellations as I played. My fingers drummed my flute to a beat only I sensed, only I felt. The crowd only heard the result, the music, light and ethereal, as the villagers joined the fire in its dance.

      Men and women twirled in rhythm to the tune, loose hair sailing in circles around the village square. Children clapped and stomped off-beat while their laughter harmonized with the notes flowing from the tip of my wooden flute, the same one I’d played that first night for Bronger.

      The same one I’d played the first time I took one of them.

      Not here, of course. No, I’d had to travel well out of my comfort zone, the glades, into the far reaches of Avelea, almost to the border of Dwellen, to find this place, this tiny little village so far from fae civilization, they wouldn’t have heard of the red-headed half-fae who played a flute like no one had ever heard. The girl whose music would fill their hearts with such mirth, they’d hardly notice when something went missing.

      When someone went missing.

      In the glow of the firelight, a young woman dragged her husband into the dance, his reluctant feet practically burrowing into the dust in protest. But as soon as my gift delved into the chorus, his shoulders relaxed, and he tugged at her outstretched arm, reeling his wife back into his chest with such eagerness, she let out a gasp of delight as he caught her in his arms before twirling her about.

      Her laughter pierced the night, hooking into my heart and yanking taut.

      I turned my attention elsewhere, inward, burrowing into the warm cocoon of my gift’s music, and I allowed it to take over for a while, guiding my fingers, numbing that fierce, jealous ache as my body swayed.

      The entire village ended their dance on one glorious stomp that coincided perfectly with the last strike of my fingers against the keys. Heat flushed the women’s cheeks as their skin glistened in the firelight. The men laughed, perhaps feeling a tad silly for having lost themselves so completely to the music. Children scurried around, not nearly as affected by the tune as their parents. I was used to that. It was never the joyful tunes that captivated the children. They had not yet lost the ability to conjure the feeling on their own.

      The cold wood of my flute brushed my lips once more, and the song that emerged this time was not like the four others I’d already played, the ones that had a way about them that made the villagers whisper the next morning that their feet had danced with a mind of their own. Nor was it like the next five tunes I would play, the ones that would erase the memory of this song altogether.

      It was imperative that they wouldn’t remember it.

      The dirge dripped from the tip of my flute, weeping faintly into the air, the beat barely distinguishable between each pulse, a chasm of time separating each one. Puzzled looks crept over the faces of the adults as the bonfire cast shadows over their eyes. Then, just as they always did, they shook off the oddity of my song choice and determined to take advantage of the moment. After all, it wasn’t every day such a talented musician wandered upon a village so far from fae civilization.

      The adults each found a partner and began to sway softly to the music, assuming I had meant it for a slow dance. The children, bored with the dragging tune, returned to the game of tag they’d been playing when I’d arrived.

      Except for her.

      She had wrangled her mousy brown hair into a mangled lump on the side of her head that I assumed was supposed to be a braid. Dried dirt clung to her pale cheeks, her undernourished skin almost translucent in the firelight. She looked to be about ten, though she might have been older, her age obscured by the stunting of her height, her body’s hesitation to launch her into maturity. That wasn’t what caught my attention, though. All the children in this village were underfed. It was simply the nature of living so far from the fae trade routes.

      It was that she, like so many I’d taken before her, heard my tune for what it truly was.

      An invitation.

      Her eyes took on the form of the moon, watching over us. Even from a distance, with that decent half-fae vision of mine, I caught the glisten of a tear streaking a path down the filth on her cheek. The short song ended abruptly, as it always did, though I never understood why my gift chose to end it where it did, on the upbeat, on a note that didn’t even belong in the scale.

      The girl blinked, her face a canvas of shock, when a gruff-looking man gripped her shoulder and steered her from view. I watched them cut through the crowd, turning right at a path that intersected at the thoroughfare before disappearing behind what looked to be a blacksmith’s shop.

      I touched the wood to my lips once more and played well into the night. My gift swelled within my lungs, saturating the crisp breeze with its melodies, the sound of dancing serving as our percussionist.

      All the while I thought not about the girl, but about the gruff man who had placed his hand on her shoulder a bit too roughly for my liking. Disgust seethed in my veins at the thought of him, of what he must have done to the girl for my gift to pick her out so quickly.

      But, then again, if it weren’t for men like him, I’d be out of a job.

      

      It didn’t take long to find where the girl lived. I’d seen them walk as far as the blacksmith shop, but I wouldn’t have needed that hint anyway. Just as my gift had called out to her, extended its invitation, her spirit now called out for us. For it? For me? I’d never truly untangled the difference. But if my hands were made of iron, hers would have been a magnet, her heartbeat the rhythm of a drum tapping a coded message to an army of loyal troops. I could have found her even if the moon hadn’t been out tonight.

      My gift had ended the performance one song early, I supposed, because it was worried for the girl. At least, I liked to give it the benefit of the doubt. Somewhere deep down, I figured my gift was more curious than altruistic, and was probably dying to know what sort of terrors this girl had endured to have been drawn to its tune so quickly. But my gift had been with me for as long as I could remember, since the first time I picked up a pair of spoons and beat a percussion version of a symphony onto my mother’s favorite cast-iron pot.

      After the show, I’d withdrawn into the shadows as quickly as possible. It had only taken one performance for me to learn that trick. Sure enough, as I had watched from behind a grounded wagon, a handful of men searched the area for “the pretty red-headed thing.”

      Eventually they’d given up, and the temporary bond suturing my heart to the girl’s had led me here, to the back of the blacksmith’s shop where a wooden door stood locked, blocking the entrance to what I assumed was the blacksmith’s living quarters.

      Bronger had taught me to pick locks from an early age, but I’d never found much use for the skill. Sure enough, as I pressed my ear against the door, the sound of panicked, labored breathing betrayed the girl’s presence as she leaned against the other side.

      “Have you come to take me?” she whispered through the sliver of space between the slats of wood.

      “Only if you wish to come along,” I said.

      A long time passed before she answered. My feet shuffled underneath me, my skin prickling in the cold. The longer she waited, the faster my heart raced. In the seven years I’d been doing this, I’d never had a child take this long to decide.

      My gift tugged at my chest, reminding me that wasn’t exactly true.

      The first one had taken this long, if not longer, to agree.

      Maybe if I’d given her more time, she wouldn’t have followed me. Maybe she’d still be...

      I pushed her face from my mind.

      “I won’t force you, but if you wish to come, you must decide now,” I whispered into the door. Still no answer. My legs trembled from standing so long in the cold. This wasn’t happening. Surely she wouldn’t decide to stay. That had never happened. And Bronger... No, there was no way in Alondria I was going back to Bronger empty-handed. I’d have to find another village distant from the trade routes. That would put me behind on my delivery, of course.

      But I’d take getting home late to going home empty-handed any day.

      I’d just pulled away from the door, accepting my defeat, when a crash reverberated through the wood. The girl screamed, and something pounded hard against the other side of the door.

      Her screams went muffled, overpowered by a drunken slur. “What d’ya think you’re doing outta bed? Thinking of running away again, are ya? Are ya?”

      I slung my pack from over my shoulders and onto the ground. My flute clattered against the entirety of my belongings as I dug through the bag’s contents. My hands shaking, I found what I was looking for, a set of long, metal picks tied together with a string. I struggled to untie it, causing one of the picks to slip back into the bag. Flustered, I fumbled around, tossing a bottle of medical anesthetic out of my way before I found the second pick, then ran to the door and tried to be delicate rather than shove the picks into the lock.

      The girl’s muffled sobs sounded through the door as the man continued to scream a less-than-clever assortment of profanities at her. My neck flushed with rage, and I willed my anger into focus, turning the second pick until I felt it click into place.

      The knob practically turned on its own, now that it was free of the bolt. It opened into a stairwell, dimly lit by an overturned lantern on the step behind the burly man. He stood with one hand over the girl’s mouth, the other clenched around her wrist, using it as an anchor to twist her arm further than it should have been able to turn.

      Her eyes cried out in pain, her tears soaking the man’s hand. I lunged at his exposed inner elbow and punctured the bulging blue vein with the tip of my pick. He yelped and reared back, releasing the girl. The girl crawled backward, out into the streets.

      Blood trickled down her master’s arm as he pulled a serrated knife from his belt.

      I mirrored his threat and brandished my favorite dagger.

      He struck first, as I knew he would, and I used the opportunity to sidestep his blow. His weight faltered when his knife failed to find its intended target, and he stumbled past me.

      I brought my knife down, aiming for his shoulder, but he turned and caught my wrist just in time. A grin flashed across his face, exposing a few jagged teeth, when I realized he’d played me, not the other way around.

      He twisted, and the crunching of bone reverberated inside my head as my arm snapped. I cried out in shock, the rest of my limbs going as limp as my arm as I fell to my knees.

      He laughed, a guttural, nasty gargle that made the hairs on my arms squirm.

      “I was hoping you’d come for my Amity. Thought you were a pretty thing last time you came around here. Never got the chance to make your acquaintance. Did you think you’d steal my little girl, like you did that other little runt? Knew it couldn’t have been a coincidence. Half-breed like you shows up, then a child goes missing,” he growled, stroking a wisp of hair from my forehead as he twisted my broken arm behind my back. I clenched my teeth, trying to hold back the pathetic whimper making its way up my throat.

      He must have noticed my subtle act of defiance, because he sliced his dagger along the site of the wound for good measure.

      I couldn’t help the sob that escaped my lips as blood trickled down my arm.

      His hot, ale-soaked breath dampened my cheek, and salty tears seared my eyes. My forehead pounded as I tried to sift through the pain and unscramble his words. I had been here before; that’s what the man about to murder me had claimed.

      I had made a mistake, doubled around by accident.

      And it would cost me my life.

      I grasped at him, at anything I could grab onto with my left hand, but my hands barely scraped the hem of his trousers. I cried out again, hoping someone, anyone, would hear me.

      Surely they had heard the girl scream earlier.

      And they hadn’t come. They must have gotten used to it, I realized in horror.

      No one was going to come. This was it.

      But then the man grunted behind me. His grip on my wrist loosened. I hopped to my feet, wobbled a bit as the village spun around me, then turned on my assailant.

      The girl had hoisted herself onto the man’s back, her arms clasped around his neck. He swung at her, but the ale must have muddled his aim, because he missed. She grasped and twisted at something in her hands, but with the pain swirling my vision, I couldn’t tell what.

      Until she brought the object over his face and mouth.

      The man’s eyes rolled back in his head. He slumped, his body hitting the ground face-first with a thud. The girl wiggled her arms out from under his heavy frame, emerging with a doused cloth she held at arm’s length. On the ground, the bottle that had once contained my medical anesthetic rolled in the dust, empty.

      We stared at each other for a moment, sizing each other up.

      “Well,” I asked, still gasping for air, “are you coming or not?”

      

      We made it as far as the woods that encircled the north side of the village before I lost the ability to direct my own feet.

      The moonlit trees swam around the edges of my vision, encircling me as if to taunt me in my pain. My pulse throbbed at the site of my fracture with every step, my arm hanging limp and jagged by my side. Blood soaked the leather glove on my right hand as it trickled down my sleeve from where the man had sliced my arm.

      I made it three steps into the dark woods before I collapsed. Small hands pulled my hair from my face, allowing me room to breathe through the pain. Once I’d regained my composure, I forced myself up to a seated position with my left hand.

      “You’ll need to bandage it. I can’t keep losing blood like this,” I said.

      Amity’s moonlit face nodded in the darkness, and she rummaged through my sack with only the lesser lights to guide her. She returned to my side with a roll of cloth bandages. I hissed, though not of my volition, as she felt around the already bruising wound with her tiny fingers, assessing just how broken my arm really was.

      “I can set it for you, if you’d like,” Amity said.

      “Do you have much experience in setting bones?” I asked, my voice cracking in agony as a fresh wave of pain pulsed through my body.

      “I set my mother’s many times.” She stared intently at my arm, though I knew there was no way she could see the details of my injury in the dark, not with those human eyes of hers.

      “Just be quick about—” I yelped and, as if the fractured arm and dislocated shoulder weren’t enough punishment for my crimes, I bit my tongue, sending a surge of pain and instant regret through my nerves.

      “It’s done,” Amity said. “I just have to bandage the cut, and then I can put it in a sling for you.”

      I nodded, and she tied my hair back, securing it with a string she’d found in my pack. Cold air tickled my neck, unfamiliar as I almost never wore my hair any way other than down, my curls utterly unrestrained, just like they preferred.

      “Your tattoo is wrong,” she said matter-of-factly, referencing the other reason I never wore my hair up, the ink that stained the bone behind my left ear.

      “I know.”

      “Did you get your money back?”

      I chuckled and instantly regretted doing so, as pain shot through my shoulder. “No. I asked the artist to draw it that way.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” was all she said as she tied the sling around my shoulder.

      I winced every time the bandage shifted against the wound site, and especially when she hoisted my arm into the sling she’d tied around my neck.

      But then it was done, and dread swallowed the pain whole.

      I had no idea how I was supposed to get a child all the way back to the Coup with a broken arm. I’d never had a mission go so poorly. Well, not since that first mission, the one I refused to acknowledge lest I sink into that dark, familiar place I had no desire to inhabit again.

      They’d broken more than just my arm that time. And the child...

      “What’s your name?” Amity asked. My focus snapped back to the present situation, and gratefulness for the child’s timeliness threatened to prick my numb heart.

      “Piper,” I said, waiting for the inevitable question to follow.

      Amity’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Because you play the flute?”

      I nodded. “Because I play the flute.”

      “What was your name when you were a baby?”

      “I don’t remember,” I said, truthfully. Bronger had taken me when I was only three. Just old enough to get the occasional flash of my mother, the fragmented corners of a memory. But she was never saying my name in those memories. Only screaming and brawling and forgetting she had a little girl toddling about.

      “Will you miss your mother?” I asked Amity, wondering at the bond a mother and daughter might have, having endured shared abuse. Or did Amity resent her mother for allowing it to happen, for not stealing her child away in the night?

      Amity’s eyes avoided mine as she lowered her thick lashes. “I already do.”

      A sliver of sympathy scraped at my insides. “How long has it been since she passed?” I asked, finding my voice softening in this girl’s presence. She would be a decent travel companion, with her collected nature. At least if I had to travel with a broken arm, I wouldn’t have to worry about rounding her up the entire journey.

      “Sixty-eight days.” The precision of the words shoved a lance through my stomach. What a hole this mother must have left behind.

      The contents of my satchel rattled as Amity returned the unused bandages and antiseptic to the bag. I thought I’d leave her alone to her thoughts for a while, to mourn her childhood. She would be leaving it behind forever in this village, and, as rotten a childhood as it was, that still had to mean something.

      Maybe that’s why it surprised me when she said, “We had our own language. She would talk to me with her hands, so Father wouldn’t hear. This means close your eyes”—she clapped her thumb and pointer finger together—“and then I would talk back to her and tell her don’t worry, I’m okay,” she said, slapping her palm against her thigh.

      My gut twisted, some nasty combination of my empty stomach and the raw nature of the girl’s story. “You were brave back there. It was clever, using the medical anesthetic. I should have thought of that.”

      “Will I have to be brave where you’re taking me?” she asked.

      I grimaced, well aware of the truth, but as I scanned Amity’s face, the scrapes and filth that covered her cheeks, my answer evolved. “Not nearly as brave as you’ve had to be your entire life.”
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      For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how I’d doubled back to a village I’d taken from before. The next morning, after a long night filled with more fever and tossing than sleep, I kept going over the facts in my mind. The night before, Amity had informed me I’d taken a girl from the village years ago, though she couldn’t tell me how many years it had been, the girl’s name, or what she had looked like. At first, I was inclined not to believe her, but it would have been difficult to consider myself a reasonable person and continue to deny the prevailing evidence.

      As a person who kidnapped children for a living, I tried to preserve as many admirable qualities about myself as I could manage—reasonableness being one of them.

      Amity had grown up with legends of a red-headed half-fae who serenaded the entire village with her wooden flute into the wee hours of the evening. When the village had awakened well into the daylight hours the next day, the performer had vanished—and so had a little girl.

      So, though I had no recollection of this town and had triple-checked my map before journeying all the way out here to make sure I hadn’t visited before, I had to admit I’d never met another red-headed half-fae flautist kidnapper.

      That didn’t stop the whole situation from nagging at me the entire day. That, and my arm, which somehow hurt worse today than it had when Amity’s father snapped it in two last night.

      We left our poor excuse for a campsite as soon as enough sunlight poured through the wooded canopy to minimize the risk of one of us tripping over a fallen limb and spraining an ankle. I quadruple-checked my maps and found another village without a name, at least not one important to the cartographer, that bordered the northern edge of the woods. While I’d planned to take the road that ran south of Amity’s village to a town called Suusen in the middle of the night after a swift, injury-free mission, things had obviously not gone according to plan. And I couldn’t take the risk that Amity’s father might have sent messengers to the town, warning them to be on the lookout for us. It wasn’t like we’d be difficult to spot.

      “You’re sure your father doesn’t do any business with the village on the edge of these woods?” I couldn’t shake the nerves that he might have sent a bounty in this direction as well.

      “I’m sure,” Amity said, her first words of the day as she sidestepped a gnarled root just asking to be yanked out of the ground by a stray foot. She had already scavenged for breakfast by the time I had woken up this morning and had pressed wrymroot and yuleberries into my palms. She hadn’t as much as looked at me when I’d told her about our next destination. I’d even told her she was free to go back to her father if she wanted, though I regretted the words as soon as they came out of my mouth, since I had no idea who I was going to bring Bronger if she didn’t agree to come along. Thankfully, she’d shaken her head and stomped on ahead.

      “Because if he did, or if anyone in your village did, they might have sent word to the town already,” I said.

      “I’m sure.” She held back a branch of thorns between her pointer finger and thumb, waiting for me to pass through before releasing it.

      “Thanks.” How odd that word felt on my tongue. I couldn’t remember the last time I hadn’t had to do everything for myself.

      “Am I going to have to pass a test where you’re taking me?” Amity asked as she released the branch of thorns and it snapped behind us.

      The question took me off-guard, since she’d been so quiet all morning. I wondered if that was why she had been so reserved, if she was worried she might not meet my master’s standards.

      “Of sorts,” I said, “but it will mostly be to figure out which of your skills is most valuable, which will be easiest to hone.”

      She frowned, her bushy eyebrows furrowing above her dark eyes. “I’m not any good at fighting, and I can’t play any instruments. Will they still let me in?”

      I watched the little girl as she weaved her way in and out of the brush, dodging stumps and clearing my path of brambles. She was fairly graceful for a human, and might have left me in the dust had she not needed to stay within earshot of me to continue her questioning. I had to give myself a break, though. Half-fae or not, my arm throbbed in a fresh wave of pain with every heartbeat, and it wasn’t like the hike through the woods was helping to slow my pulse.

      “They’ll let you in,” I said.

      “How can you be sure?”

      I paused, puzzled more by the girl’s question than its answer. I was used to the questions, of course. The children always had questions, but they usually asked whether anyone was going to hurt them, if there would be food where we were going, that sort of thing. None of them seemed to have a clue what they were getting themselves into... Until now.

      Until Amity.

      Usually, I kept as much information as possible to myself until we arrived at the Coup. Not that I feared the children would run. It was just that, if we were to be caught... Well, I wouldn’t want the children knowing too much. Bronger wouldn’t want the children knowing too much.

      But something about Amity plucked at a part of me I’d buried long ago, the part of beings I imagined made them want to share things. “Because I’ve already chosen you. My master trusts my decisions.”

      “I thought your song chose me,” Amity said.

      I swallowed. Yes, and Bronger doesn’t know that.

      Well, he knew I used my gift to scout out children. But how I used my gift? Well, he was entitled to think what he wanted, and it wasn’t my responsibility to correct him if he assumed incorrectly. Bronger expected me to bring him the strongest, wittiest, cleverest, cunningest children I could find. That’s what he believed my gift detected. What he didn’t know was that, by birth, the children I brought him were none of those things. It just so happened that the children I found, the broken ones in need of a home even a fraction better than the one the Fates had dropped them into, were also the most resilient. And I had found that resilient children possessed a knack for becoming whatever they needed to be to thrive.

      “Well, he trusts my song,” I said. “Besides, I can already tell my song chose well. You’re resourceful with plants and medicine, and can even turn a healing anesthetic into a weapon if you need to. You have nothing to worry about, kid.”

      Amity scrambled over a fallen tree, tiptoeing over a knot on its trunk before hopping off and landing silently on the ground. “Are you the only one who chooses children?”

      “Yes. Others have tried, but I’m the best at it, so my master turned that part over to me.” It took effort to hide the bit of pride beaming through my tone. While my and Bronger’s relationship was... well, complicated, he was the closest thing to a father figure I could remember, and when he had turned the recruiting, as he liked to call it, over to me seven years ago, that was all the affirmation I’d needed.

      “If you take all the children, then who took you?” Amity asked, turning to face me, examining me with those wide brown eyes as if she could somehow surmise the answer from my hair, the slight curve of my ears, the freckles that spattered my nose.

      Apparently she could, because she said, “He did, didn’t he? Your master?”

      

      As we scoped out the next village from the tree line, watching for any sign that word had spread of the kidnapping last night, I coached Amity to watch out for mothers gripping their children extra close, or worse, an absence of children playing in the streets. It had only taken us a few hours to traverse the woods, and it didn’t seem the business sector of the village had woken up yet, but there was no harm in being especially careful.

      Thankfully, the trading post was close to the edge of the woods, in a dark, wooden, two-story building that also served as an inn. I couldn’t help but think how it would have been nice to have had a bed last night, but I didn’t figure it would have done me much good. My arm was going to be broken whether I slept in a bed or on the ground.

      “If anyone asks, you’re my sister,” I said. Amity nodded.

      The door, which was only attached to its frame with one hinge, took its sweet time opening for us. Eventually, Amity had to slam her shoulder into the crooked door, for which I was grateful, as I figured I might need at least one of my limbs to work if we were going to make it all the way back alive.

      A small man in a dingy robe that looked as if it might have been his only article of clothing stood behind the counter. His withered skin wrinkled around his brow, his cheeks, but most of all, his eyes. Even from across the room, I could detect the touch of Time in the way his eyes shone of blue ceramic. I wondered then if such a glaze would harden over my eyes one day—I hadn’t met enough half-fae to ask.

      He heard us coming, even if he couldn’t see us.

      “Welcome, friends,” he said, his cheerful voice echoing through the otherwise empty room. “May I get you two a room upstairs?”

      Tables, covered in cobwebs and soup stains that looked as though they might have been there a while, crowded the room. I wondered what had happened to this village that a room that had once required so many tables now did not seem to know what to do with them.

      “We’re simply passing through. Our journey requires haste, but it seems the rest of the village still sleeps. Do you have any supplies here we could buy?” I asked.

      “Would bread, cheese, some salted pork, and a bottle of halofaen suffice?” he asked. An unpleasant odor wafted through my memory as I recalled many a child losing the contents of their stomach from such an inconsequential thing as stream water. Though I figured Amity probably possessed a resolute stomach, she was still human, and I figured buying the halofaen would be a simple measure to take to avoid such unpleasantness.

      “Yes, that would do,” I said.

      The innkeeper turned to Amity, and a softness overtook his wrinkled features. “And for you, young friend?” I wondered whether he could see her shadow through those thick screens over his eyes, or if he had some other way of knowing she was a child, such as hearing the shallowness of her breathing, or the patter of her footsteps.

      “Nothing for me, but I thank you.” She stumbled over the words, clearly flustered that an adult had spoken to her. I imagined if the blacksmith’s reputation had been anything like his actual personality, Amity’s neighbors had probably avoided addressing her at all costs. “Well, maybe some chocolates, if you have them.”

      The man chuckled. “Got some in the back. I’ll just be a second.” He traced the counter with his knobby fingers as he walked to a door at the edge of the room. I opened my mouth to tell him not to bother, that we couldn’t afford chocolates, but he disappeared behind it, leaving us in the silent, sad hall that I figured had once echoed with laughter.

      That was how it had been since the fae had stolen our lands, our freedom for themselves. This small village had probably remained unaffected longer than the cities, as the people here had been used to surviving off of relatively few travelers anyway. But the fae couldn’t seem to ruin anything without the effect trickling down to everyone else.

      “Umm, Piper.” Amity shook my broken arm so hard I gasped in pain.

      “Amity!” I scolded her, biting my lip lest I accidentally say something I might regret. The pain pulsed up my arm into my head, which had only rid itself of a headache within the past hour.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, Piper. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Her eyes swelled much wider than they should have for fear of me. For a moment, I wondered if she expected me to hit her, but then I traced her line of vision, and realized I was not the one she was afraid of.

      At least, not the version of me standing next to her.

      Because there I was, behind the counter, my face sketched with charcoal onto a loose hanging parchment on the wall. But it wasn’t my face that held my gaze.

      It was hers.

      The face I’d purged from my memory long ago, etched into the poster next to mine.
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      Her face was just as I’d forgotten it.

      Freckle-peppered skin, long eyelashes, wild ringlets, wide, onyx eyes. At least, the charcoal rendered her eyes onyx. I hadn’t given her the dignity she’d deserved by noting the color of them. She peered up at me from the second poster behind the counter. That face I had tried so hard, and succeeded, to wipe from my thoughts, my memories, my nightmares.

      Under both the sketches was a caption, written so long ago the words had been smeared with time.

      WANTED: half-fae with red hair. Name unknown. Return dead or alive. Human girl kidnapped from home. Cheyenne. Wanted ALIVE or no bounty.

      Cheyenne. I’d forgotten her name, too. Blocked it out, shoved it into the recesses of my mind and locked it away, so I wouldn’t have to hear the screaming, wouldn’t have to relive...

      I couldn’t think about that now. Amity and I had to get out of this village, this village I’d been so sure I’d never visited before. The shop owner was blind and wouldn’t recognize me, but if anyone else walked through that door...

      “Remember where I told you to meet me if we got separated?” I asked Amity. When she nodded, I added, “I need you to go there now. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “But we’re not separated.”

      I sighed, pulling at the hair at the nape of my neck. “I know. Just go, please.”

      She wrinkled her brow as if to protest, but she must have thought better of it, because she scuttled off and through the door.

      As soon as she was gone, I slipped over the counter and found the key to the drawers still in the lock.

      

      By the time I made it back to Amity, she’d already gathered a handful of berries and roots and had spread them out for me on a nearby log. “I thought they’d be good with the chocolates,” she said.

      I sighed. “I wasn’t able to get the chocolates.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment flickered in her brown eyes, but she quickly masked it with an air of practicality. “That’s probably for the best. They would have been expensive anyway.”

      Something twisted in my gut, but I chose to ignore it.

      “How much did those cost you?” she asked, nodding toward the bag of supplies in my hand.

      “Oh. Um...”

      A moment of hesitation was all it took to earn a stern look from Amity. “Don’t you know how much you spent? We need to keep track; that way we don’t run out of money.”

      “Trust me. We don’t have to worry about that.”

      She frowned in confusion, then as the realization of what I’d done settled in, she gaped at me. “You took his supplies?”

      “Um. Yes,” I said, unsure why this bag, of all things, was what the child had determined to be upset about.

      Horror encroached on her round, filthy face. “Did you pay for them?”

      My neck jerked backward, almost involuntarily. “I didn’t exactly have the chance. Or did you not see the wanted poster with my face on it?”

      “But that’s stealing.” She took a step back from the sack as if to distance herself from its impurity.

      I swallowed the exasperation welling in my throat and willed my voice to calm, though I couldn’t bring myself to sift out the steely quality. “I couldn’t afford to stand there and wait. At any moment, someone could have walked in and recognized me. Then they would have sent you right back to your father.”

      “But that old man was nice to us. Those are his.” She pointed to the bag, her bony finger trembling with accusation.

      I sighed, imagining what an adjustment it was going to be for this innocent little girl once we arrived at our destination.

      “Is that why you took me? To train me to be a thief?” Amity asked, her face going white as the moon, her chaotic braid the most disheveled I’d seen it yet.

      I squirmed. “Did you think I was taking you to some utopia?”

      “No, I thought... Well, you took that girl all those years ago. Her parents didn’t feed her. I thought... I thought you came to rescue us. To take us someplace better.” Her legs were shaking as tears bulged from her eyelids.

      As frustrating as her rigid moral compass was, something about her terror moved something in me. I dropped the stolen sack on the ground and placed my hand on her shoulder.

      “It is better. I promise. It’s not some paradise. But it’s better. And no one is going to lay a hand on you there. But...” She sniffled and peered up at me, those brown eyes glistening. I swallowed and continued. “But you’re going to have to get used to getting your hands a little dirty. Where I’m taking you...” I paused, well aware of the wrath I’d face if Bronger ever found out I told a child his secret before reaching the Coup. “One day, my master, your master now, is going to take back Avelea. He’s going to drive the fae rulers out, the ones who took our lands and our people and our wealth. He’s going to be king, but he needs our help. That’s why I picked you. Because I think you can help us.”

      Amity blinked, sending the tears rolling down her cheeks, creating streams of white in the film of dust that coated her skin. When she spoke, her voice wavered. “Am I going to be a soldier?”

      I kneeled, soaking my knee in the mossy earth as I wiped the tears from her grimy cheeks. “No, nothing like that. Not you. I’ll make sure of it.”

      She swallowed down a sob and squared her shoulders. “Why do you want to drive the fae out if you’re fae, too?”

      “I’m not fae. I wouldn’t be fae if one of my ancestors six generations ago had a drop of human blood in their veins. Not to them, at least,” I said, gritting my teeth.

      She nodded and fixed her gaze on the stolen goods once again. “But... But if you want to fight the fae, then why’d you steal that from a human?”

      The words struck me between the ribs, though I knew she had meant the question in earnest.

      

      We waited in the woods longer than I meant to, and when darkness fell over the land, we snuck back to the village. Amity stayed and watched from behind a tree as I deposited three copper coins in the mailbox mounted on the side of the inn.

      As they fell from my fingertips, something heavy that had lodged itself between my ribs threatened to fall with them.

      I might have allowed it to, on a different day.

      A day when I hadn’t seen her.

      I couldn’t seem to lay that heaviness down.

      Not when on the other side of the inn’s wall, a girl’s charcoal-sketched eyes stared into the darkness.

      A girl no poster could save, no bounty could ransom.

      A girl who couldn’t be found.
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      Piper’s gift preferred to go by Gigi, but as Gigi had yet to uncover a way to communicate such to Piper, she didn’t think it fair to hold it against her host.

      Not that Gigi could have held a grudge against Piper if she tried. Not after Piper had been the one to wake her up.

      Gigi wasn’t sure what had happened to her before Piper’s infantile cries had wrenched her from her endless string of nightmares, blood-soaked hands and relentless wails and death and death and more death. All she knew was that, with Piper, she was awake, and that was enough.

      There had been a moment, the briefest lapse of time, during Gigi’s Awakening when she’d known that, if she’d wanted to, she could have faded into the abyss, freed herself from that dreadful curse of sentience, from that deep, deep ache that throbbed despite her boneless, muscleless form.

      She had almost—almost—seized the opportunity, severed herself from this world and its consciousness forever, slipped into the Great Unknown, hidden herself in its shadows lest the nightmares find her again.

      But Piper had been screaming, and though Gigi’s awareness had been fuzzy, she had thought something about that was wrong. Not the screaming part; babies were bound to scream. Somehow, Gigi had known that, despite not knowing her own name, her own history.

      But no one was holding the screaming baby.

      And that wasn’t quite right.

      And it was cold. So, so cold. And the baby was kicking and writhing, all because its legs were free when they should have been bound, wrapped, swaddled.

      Gigi had thought, I’ll fade away shortly, once this poor baby finds sleep. After all, I must find a way to thank it for waking me.

      But the baby had gone on screaming.

      Shh, go to sleep, baby, Gigi had whispered, but the baby couldn’t seem to hear her. Either that, or it was being blatantly defiant, but Gigi couldn’t ever remember encountering a defiant baby, so that option didn’t seem likely. Not that Gigi could trust her memory.

      She tried again. Shh. It’s alright. I know you’re cold and miserable, but you’ll feel better if you sleep.

      Unless the baby had a nightmare, Gigi thought even as her consciousness shivered. The baby jerked a bit.

      Gigi found that curious, so she dipped a hesitant toe of her consciousness back into those nightmares. Ripping and screaming and nothingness. So much nothingness.

      She shivered again, and so did the baby.

      Ah, so you can’t hear me, but you can feel me, Gigi whispered, despite knowing it was of no use for her to do so.

      Gigi tried to calm herself, for perhaps if she felt calm, the baby would too.

      Calming herself turned out to be more of an ordeal than Gigi thought, but she didn’t know what she’d expected, having just awoken from a terrible dream.

      So she did the best she could, and she hummed to herself, a lovely tune she must have heard before she’d fallen into those garish nightmares. A lullaby, that’s what it was called. And as she hummed, lights flickered—no, the baby’s eyelids fluttered, making it look as though the lights flickered; that’s what it was.

      Perhaps you can hear me after all, Gigi had thought, as the baby had drifted to sleep.

      Gigi had thought she had better postpone her trip to the Abyss, just long enough to be sure the baby came to no harm.

      That had been nineteen years ago, and Gigi hadn’t realized at the time how much harm would come this baby’s way.

      So much hurt in such a tiny heart, from such a tiny age.

      The poster on the wall of the inn had reminded Gigi of such.

      Piper didn’t like to remember the girl, and it wasn’t as though Gigi could blame her. Even Gigi pushed her own nightmares away, shoved them into a deep corner of her mind, of Piper’s mind, where they could collect dust and not bother either of them.

      At least, that’s what Gigi told herself. There was always that suspicion though, sneaking around unwanted, an uninvited guest that often overstayed its lack of welcome, that perhaps she couldn’t remember.

      But that was also a thought not worth thinking about.

      Just like it wasn’t worth thinking about how, sometimes, Gigi felt deep within her being that she was, indeed, less than a full Gigi. For, as much as she convinced herself otherwise, the memories of who she was before the nightmares, before Piper, were not the only bits of her that had gone missing.

      There was her voice, for starters. Though she had no concrete evidence of such, she was certain there had been a time in which she had been able to speak. Well, she could speak now, she supposed; it was just that no one seemed to hear her, not even Piper, whom she loved most of all.

      Yes, Gigi knew deep down that she was not all there. And as much as it wasn’t worth thinking about, she couldn’t exactly help it, could she? Because what else was she to do, when she was stuck in a body that was not hers (she loved Piper, of course; she could never resent Piper for it, but Piper did quite a bit of walking, as she was doing now, and not a whole lot of talking, even when she had a traveling companion, and Gigi didn’t know how Piper could stand all the quiet), with a voice that couldn’t be heard and with memories that weren’t all there?

      Again, not worth thinking about.

      And because Gigi very much did not wish to spend Piper’s journey pondering her own origins, her own past—the one that remained safely locked and caked with dust in the recesses of Piper’s mind—she decided she would try to make herself useful and shuffle through the clutter that was Piper’s memories.
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      I wasn’t looking forward to our passage through the Kobii mountains, but I couldn’t see any way around it at this point.

      If two nights ago I’d been nervous that news of a conspicuous kidnapper and her kidnappee might have spread, by now I was almost certain the Anders path would be crawling with bounty hunters. Not that Amity’s father would have much to pay, or that they would have any intention of returning her. But I had met a few bounty hunters in seedy taverns in the armpits of Avelea, and I could see their line of thinking already. If the red-headed half-fae had kidnapped once, how many times had she kidnapped before? And from how many rich families had she taken children? And, even if she hadn’t taken as much as a puppy from a rich family, would a rich family with a missing child know that?

      There was no way I was going to set foot on the Anders until this ordeal had blown over. Not until I could figure out where my meticulous charting had gone poorly enough to lead me back into not one, but two villages I had already visited.

      So, through the Kobii mountains was how it would have to be. The peaks sliced through the skyline, even further north than the village where someone had strewn my picture all around town. Meaning, even further from the Coup.

      Bronger was going to kill me.

      Well, he wouldn’t kill me when he saw Amity. But it wouldn’t be a pleasant homecoming this time. As unnerving as it was to imagine Bronger’s face when I showed up on his doorstep, oh, three weeks later than intended, what was more unnerving was the idea of me returning empty-handed. That outcome, I hadn’t allowed myself to imagine.

      We had to circumnavigate the next village at a distance, for I had no intention of stumbling across a hunter in the woods. Amity braved the trek without a complaint and fared decently well in the woods, especially compared to me. I didn’t make it an hour without crying out any time a sudden burst of pain snaked up my arm and reverberated through my skull. But, to be fair, Amity wasn’t the one with a broken arm.

      It was never the forest I had feared. The further we walked, the steeper the incline, and Amity became prone to slipping occasionally, her tiny body sliding past mine, pebbles and dirt scrambling in her wake. She’d just stand up, wipe herself off, and follow me until she was ahead of me again.

      But with the steep incline of the Kobiis came the inevitable cold, a cold that wrapped our very bodies in a chill that numbed my broken arm, and, while it provided temporary relief, it still had me glancing into my sling every so often to make sure my arm hadn’t snapped off and fallen to the forest floor.

      We tried to stop to eat once, but found the bitter wind too oppressive for standing still or sitting, so we carried on, munching on stale sourdough and hardened cheese. I watched as large chunks of bread fell to the wayside, little Amity’s numb, fumbling fingers unable to grasp onto them properly.

      This was not going well. I blamed myself for being stupid enough to double back to the same villages twice and, even stupider, for being unable to figure out how I had forgotten where I’d been, even with my extensive safety measures. For not stealing Amity a coat from the inn, and for allowing her tenderized conscience to influence such a decision. How we were going to live through the night, I had no idea.

      I wondered which would be worse, being caught by a bounty hunter and sold to some rich fae family with a hole in their bosoms from a missing child or freezing to death. I thought freezing to death might still be better, except that I remembered Amity would probably succumb to the elements before I did, and I didn’t think I had the guts to watch her die. To watch her die because of me, because I’d been irresponsible and failed her.

      We found the road, the Kobii Pass, an hour before sundown and camped there. No one frequented these mountains, as they bordered a sea that stretched to nobody in Alondria knew where, and didn’t make a direct path to much of anything now that all proper civilization dwelt within the fae cities. We stayed the night close to the road, under the cover of the trees in case a traveler passed by and became suspicious of our unlikely pairing. After a meagerly rationed dinner of cheese and jerky, the crumbs of which wasted themselves on our numb cheeks, the two of us huddled together under my fox skin coat and attempted to sleep.

      Amity’s frail, underfed body trembled for hours, her ribs rattling against mine in the cold, knocking against my injured arm and sending a shot of pain through my body each time.

      I fought back the tears, knowing they’d only cause more pain in a frost like tonight’s. Eventually, the shaking and trembling became too much, and I surrendered to the sweet, painless darkness.

      

      The pain returned as soon as I opened my eyes, but this time it struck like needles on my scalp, in an arrow down the back of my neck, as someone pulled me from the ground by my hair.

      A child whimpered nearby. My eyes adjusted quickly to the torchlight. Amity cried muffled tears that slid under the broad hand clamped over her mouth.

      Traffickers.

      I jolted, swinging my good elbow upward and landing it solidly upon what felt like a jaw. The man yelped, but all he had to do to contain me was to yank on my broken arm. The pain overwhelmed me, coursing through my blood and stopping my voice in my throat.

      My vision blacked. By the time I’d regained my sight, the man had wrestled both arms behind my back.

      My dagger pressed against my ankle, hidden in my boot and completely worthless at the moment.

      “What little treasures we’ve found, brother,” the one digging his fingers into my broken arm said, his warm breath slithering across the pointed tip of my ear.

      “Yours looks to be half-fae. Bet she’ll sell for at least a silver. This one’s not worth much.” The brother nodded toward Amity. “What do you think? Bring her along and risk her dying of the elements after we’ve wasted our food on her, or be done with her right here?”

      Amity’s brown eyes went wide, her tears flowing freely now, tracing red streaks into her cheeks as the intense cold burned her skin.

      “She’s heartier than she looks,” I said through gritted teeth. “She’ll survive the trip. And she’s resourceful. With her skills, the price on her will make up for the risk of losing a few coppers’ worth of food.” I hoped Amity would understand. Being carried off by these half-lives was better than being murdered here and now. Because I would get her out. I just needed them to keep her alive.

      Apparently she understood, for she nodded her head vigorously under the man’s clamped hand. The man seemed to realize what a waste of energy it was to keep her silenced way up here on this abandoned pass, especially now that I was awake and apprehended, for he lowered his hand from her mouth.

      “Hmm,” the one twisting my arm said. “And why should we take your word for it? Forgive me if I’m suspicious of a half-fae protecting the life of a human.”

      “She’s half-human too.” Amity’s voice shook even as she took up for me. I grimaced as the brother pulled at the hair at the nape of her neck and she began whimpering once more.

      “If this one’s got a mouth on her, she’s not worth the trouble.” The brother bared a maw of missing teeth at her. He brandished a knife from his coat, and it glinted in the torchlight. Amity attempted to cower away from it, but the brother must have clamped harder on her hair, for her head jerked backward to face the knife.

      My mind raced. There was no way I could overpower the man behind me, not with a broken arm. And even if I could, if I lashed out to hurt him, his brother would surely take Amity’s life to spite me before I could get to her.

      Reason. I’d have to reason with them.

      “I’ll keep her quiet. She won’t bother you again,” I said. “She does what I say. I can promise she’ll be worth her weight in silver.”

      The brother grinned and traced the edge of his blade over Amity’s pale neck. She shook, and when he’d removed the blade, a line of dark blood trickled down her skin, staining her collar. “What think you, brother?”

      The man holding me paused, his labored breathing wetting the back of my neck and twisting a knot in my stomach. “I think there’s something this one’s not telling us.” He twisted my arm further, but this time I was prepared for it, and I bit back a cry, not wishing to give him the satisfaction. “I think a half-fae has no business with a human girl, and certainly has no business worrying if a human girl lives or dies...”

      “Please, she’s my sister,” I gasped, a desperate attempt to keep his mind from wandering in the direction I could see coming.

      “Is she now? Now, what human goes back to a human after being enchanted by a fae?” the man holding me asked. “You know what I think? I think the only reason a half-fae would bother with a human is if you thought you could get something out of her.”

      “Please, she’s my sister.” When I cried, the tears were real this time. I glanced over at Amity, who was still trembling and whose confused expression told me she had no idea what the trafficker was implying.

      “Your little human friend’s a witch, isn’t she?” he asked.

      The brother growled and gripped his hand, not around Amity’s hair this time, but around her throat.

      “No! No, please. She’s no witch.” There was nothing more dangerous than a pair of unreasonable, superstitious human men.

      But the deed was already done, the dreaded word already spoken. He had accused Amity of being the one thing humans hated more than the fae themselves, those of them who tried to be like the fae. The ones who’d betrayed them.

      The brother tightened his fingers around Amity’s neck, and she choked, gasping for breath as she flailed her arms, but her fists couldn’t seem to find a place to land. I ground my teeth, blocking out the pain as I ran the side of my boot down my captor’s shin. He cried out, letting go of me for a hair of a second. I lunged for Amity, but my neck jerked backward as my captor caught hold of my hair once more. Amity’s face went blue under the torchlight. She locked her wide, terrified eyes on me, and dread struck my chest.

      I was going to see the life fade from those eyes, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I had failed a child.

      Again.

      But then the brother choking Amity made a gagging sound. His fingers loosened and Amity slumped to the ground, crawling away from the man on her elbows and knees.

      My captor let out a wail, and, through the pain pounding my head, I found the brother clutching his throat in shock, the feather of a cerulean arrow protruding from where his thyroid should have been.

      The sight silenced the pain in my head. For a moment, everything went quiet. I allowed my body to slump, causing my captor to trip over me in his haste to lunge toward his brother. The weight of his legs on my back, I clawed at the undergrowth of the forest until I’d freed myself from his limbs. When I stood, he was still crawling toward his brother, his mouth agape. I reached for my boot, unsheathed the dagger I’d tucked away, and landed on the man’s back, slipping my blade through his ribs, where I knew his heart to be.

      His body went limp underneath me, and I turned to Amity, ripping my dagger from the man’s ribcage so I could send it flying toward the source of the arrow, if need be.

      When my eyes found her in the shadows, she was curled up in the arms of a cloaked figure. I drew my dagger back, ready to direct it to this man’s throat, blazing with so much anger, so much fear for Amity’s life, I knew I would not miss.

      “Are you going to kill me?” The voice was smooth and much too playful for having just shot down a man. “I was rather hoping you’d hire me.”
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      I didn’t lower my dagger.

      “Amity, come here.” I eased toward them and prepared to strike. If the man wanted money, he wasn’t getting it from me, and I didn’t want Amity within his grasp when he came to this realization on his own.

      The man released his arms from around her, and she nodded. She stumbled over to me, her hands still clutching her throat, as if she thought it might fall off if she didn’t hold it in place.

      “Come here,” I whispered this time, brushing her trembling fingers aside with my own to examine the wound. The skin around her neck was red and swollen, and I figured it would be purple as a ripe plum by morning. She held her chin high as I moved her braid aside and traced the bruising to the spot underneath her ear.

      I fought back the angry tears welling in my eyes and wrapped my good arm around Amity, pulling her in, allowing her to tuck her face into my chest as I swaddled her in the excess of my coat. The dagger remained in my hand, resting upon Amity’s back as I turned my full attention back to the stranger.

      His mouth was twisted into a smirk, but his gaze kept bouncing toward Amity, not me, his skin a cool, earthy brown wrinkling his forehead, his shaven head highlighting the expression.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He turned his attention back to me. The
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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