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Extra potatoes for dinner. That’s all Toast heard when the boy began negotiations with the foolish offer of his firstborn daughter. Even now, watching him haggle with Silver, she could see he was barely more than a child himself. Not in the cherubic, soft-limbed way, really. But in the slouched curve of his spine, the dull polish of disappointment was beginning to wear down his edges. He had learned the world would not love him back, but had yet to learn that it could strip him bare if he let it. He still had the ambition of his dreams.

Otherwise, he would have never found the door that led nowhere. The door that led to the Goblin Market. “I’m never having kids anyway,” he announced with all the bravado of someone who’d convinced himself he meant it. “It’ll be like getting it for free.”

“What a cunning negotiator you are, Peach Fuzz.” Silver’s skin was pale with the luster of old jade, smooth in places where age should have made a busy map of lines. Goblin years don’t draw wrinkles, just deepen the secrets in the eyes. Though the name alone told Toast she was one of the oldest merchants in the Market. Goblins earned their common name based on the first successful deal they ever struck. Silver had evidently dealt in raw coin at one point. And so far back that her name was Silver rather than Penny, Dollar, or Credit.

“Has anyone tried Bitcoin?” Toast only realized the daydream question was said aloud when Silver shot her a look that could peel bark from a tree.

“Henry.” Silver flicked a thumb in Toast’s direction, and another man, who had been idly polishing the dream glass, tucked away his rag. He was dressed in too-tight pants and a blousy teal shirt, which could have been from several decades of history but was gaudy in all of them, in Toast’s opinion.

Henry offered Toast a candy from a rather stale-looking selection in a dull silver bowl. “Mint?”

Henry may not have been a goblin, but as Silver’s indentured assistant, he was as market-blood as Toast. And like any market resident, Toast knew better than to accept a gift. Especially one shaped like a smile.

“What are they? Honey words?” Toast eyed the glistening candies. Her crossed arms made it obvious she wasn’t biting, so Henry sighed and set the bowl down. “Delirium drops,” Henry admitted, with no remorse in his lazy smile. “Imported fresh from the Summerlands.”

“High fey sweets don’t interest me.” Toast gave him a flat look even while keeping an eye on how Silver’s negotiation was progressing with the human mark. He was, as Toast had expected, getting tidily fleeced by Silver’s talented omissions. The boy was petting a battered pair of gloves with an awe that bordered on enchantment. The finder fee that was due to Toast from the deal would be decent, maybe even enough to pay for a few deals of her own. (After the potatoes.)

“I wouldn’t expect a simple goblin like you to appreciate the finer things.” Henry shrugged, selecting one candy from the bowl himself to languidly pluck at the glossy wrapper. “Suit yourself.”

God, Toast couldn’t stand the addicts. She had never bothered to learn Henry’s particular story, how he’d come to find the Goblin Market or what initial deal he’d made, but anyone could guess how he’d become stuck working for Silver. Henry was a goblinfruit addict, one of the many humans that lived—if you could call it that—within the Market, doing any demeaning job or fey bidding they could to win them another taste of the sweet fruit called goblinfruit. It was a delicacy unique to the Market’s goblin community, and known to be pleasant to fey of all kinds, but addictive to the point of possession for humans.

The fruit didn’t kill you. It just made you forget why anything else ever mattered.

Once you’d tasted goblinfruit, your every waking thought was devoted to securing the next portion. Henry was a case in point, serving as Silver’s ever-present lackey in exchange for a steady but meager supply. Fey never hesitated to take advantage of us—no, of humans. Humans. Not us. Toast berated herself again as she watched Henry drop the faint cerulean delirium drop on his tongue and slouch against a crate of goods.

“Ach!” Silver twisted around and delivered a faint smack to Henry’s shoulder. “Foolish boy! What have I told you about sampling the merchandise? You’ll owe me for that.”

Toast could imagine the groveling Henry would do to preserve his ration serving of goblinfruit, but he was already too far gone, a drippy smile on his face as the candy of glazed emotion melted through his brain.

“You could have bothered to stop him.” Silver turned her frown on Toast.

“Could have. Didn’t see the fair trade.” Toast shrugged.

That earned her a mute, narrow look. Toast was secure in the fact that Silver couldn’t even hold it against her. Fair trade was the lifeblood of the Market. If the goblins and low fey of the Market had a religion, it was the cosmic concept of fair trade. Not that there was ever anything equitable in the promise of “fair.” There were always winners and losers in the Market. And when a human was involved, they always played the loser.

Toast focused her attention on the boy she’d escorted to Silver’s booth. He was still lost in fascination, staring avariciously at those stupid gloves. “You . . .” Toast wavered, but a sharp raise of one brow from Silver was enough to tip her over into a sigh. “If you are satisfied, I can walk you back to the door,” she said to the fool, who barely heard her. Toast wanted nothing more than to back out of the tent and let the Churn’s crowd sweep her along, but her own sense of “fair” didn’t allow it. Even foolish boys deserved to find their way home.

The boy was too enchanted with his new purchase to answer, but Silver frowned at the contents of a drawer before pulling out a handful of pebbles whose surfaces gleamed like oil slicks. She counted five into Toast’s waiting palm.

“Bezoars again?” Toast let her annoyance carry.

Silver shrugged, indicating the currency of payment, and Toast jostled them in her palm before putting them away. The oily dark feel said they were from the belly of a nightmare, or possibly even an omen. It was a generous fee, not that she’d ever admit that to Silver. She tugged on the boy’s sleeve and nudged him into the dim bustle of the Churn.

The Churn was the Market’s backbone. A cavernous space with a large main thoroughfare of tents and booths perched beneath the ruins of pillars that jutted out of the wall in impossible geometry. The lighting came from twine-strung lanterns that swayed without wind. Nothing about the Market was straight—not its rooms, not its wares, not its people. But the Churn, at least, pretended to stay still. Deeper in, the Market turned feral, hallways slipping and folding, rearranging themselves like rebellious memories.

By the time they reached the stairs, the lanterns had guttered low. Toast managed to drag the boy back up the switchback to the entrance hallway. “Right. Pleasure meeting you, yadda, yadda, yadda—”

“Yes . . .” the boy agreed absently. But then he managed to pull his gaze away from the bauble he’d just sold his firstborn for. “Wait, what if I need to come back?”

Toast kept her skepticism off her bland expression. Fey from elsewhere were regular visitors of the Market, but typically, humans only stumbled in once, and whether by fate or failing, they were not seen again. She pretended to consider it with a shrug. “How’d you find the door, again?”

“I . . .” His expressive face folded into confusion. “I remember it was end of semester, and I had a shit ton to drink, and then there was this weirdo at the bar who . . . I can’t remember what they said.”

“Oh, that’s normal,” Toast said reassuringly. Her stomach dropped and pity sunk in despite her best efforts. A wandering trickster had sent him here, or worse. There were enough creatures out there who rarely visited the Market themselves because they made such a tidy meal of others’ desperation.

“You understand what you paid today, right?” She shouldn’t be asking, but at least it did serve as a distraction. The boy’s face bloomed into a prideful smile.

“Yeah. Whatever. Basically free.”

“You said as much back there. You understand that’s forever, right? Even if you change your mind or there’s an . . . um, accident.”

He was already nodding in an arrogant way that made Toast feel less sympathy, but then there was a hitch in his expression. Toast’s heart sank. “No judgment, but have you had some”—she paused and pulled the words from a memory she’d bought last month—“a one-night stand?”

The blank anxiety on the boy’s face was answer enough. Oh, he really was an idiot. Toast clenched her jaw and shoved his lanky legs toward the door. “Anyway, the Goblin Market appreciates your business. Never come againokbye!”

He made some blustery objections, but the enchantment took hold as he touched the brass doorknob. The frame of the door always remained the same—creaky and crooked, with mismatched carvings at the corners. But the door was always unique to the guest. This one was a wide artful mahogany with an ornate latch that reeked of old money. How someone who had such abundance could still fill his heart with so much envy that they called a door to the Market, Toast would never understand. She was halfway down the stairs before the click finished echoing in the empty hall.

At least she had the coin to wash the bad taste out of her mouth. She stopped by her favorite shops, using some of the bezoars to buy a spicy skewer (extra potatoes) and another on a goblinfruit hand pie. After a bit of haggling, she handed over the gleam from her hair for a pint of weak ale and swapped last week’s dreams for a new blanket that was heavier than the old one and stitched with runes to keep out the chill and regret. There was a new draft in the abandoned closet that she called home. She’d manage. Still better than the week she spent sweltering at night because the closet had been relocated directly over a boiler room.

The ever-shifting secret space which hosted the Goblin Market was just referred to as “the Market” by everyone Toast had ever spoken to. It gave the impression of a dilapidated nonsensical forever house. It was not, of course. No architect could or would dream up such a sprawling illogical maze of dead-end hallways, stairs to nowhere, bottomless pools, or dusty rooms. A door could open on a decaying Victorian parlor one day or a hurricane-thrashed stairwell the next. It just depended on the Market’s mood.

The whimsy made the Market treacherous to navigate if you didn’t know the secrets, as Toast did. As she climbed a spiral staircase, she noticed it was the one made of bone that she’d already seen twice on the way in this morning. She touched each brass knob and lever of every door as she sped down the hallway, other arm loaded with her dinner. It never hurt to stay acquainted with the Market, her fingertips memorizing the feeling of cold tarnished metal like breadcrumbs to follow out.

When she reached her door, she exhaled. Still there. Inside, it smelled of dry cloth and old paper. It looked like a supply closet, like the ones where the teacher had always kept the precious craft supplies when she was in grade school. Toast pretended it smelled of crayons and Elmer’s glue, the way Ms. Luchsinger’s closet had in first grade. One of the good days when their teacher pulled out fresh crayons. A fantasy that she was back at Middle-vale Elementary, and when she emerged in the morning, she’d be eleven years old again and human and loved and cared for without expectation of payment or debt.

She laid out her meal, spread the new blanket, and settled into her next nest. She nibbled on the hand pie as she pulled out a sad-looking notebook. The pages were nearly black from scribbles—dream fragments, old sketches, the memory ghosts of horses, because of course she’d been a horse girl once.

Ten years ago. Ten years since she’d woken in her bed not yet changed or claimed only to find a green-skinned creature, Silver, at the foot of it with eyes like flint and a voice like a sealed contract.

She’d screamed, of course. But no one stirred in the house, not her parents or her baby sister, already under Silver’s temporary enchantment. There had been no dramatic rescue. Only Silver’s voice, calm as paper: “You are not theirs.”

Toast had run—of course she had. She’d managed to reach her parents’ room, screaming for help. Her mom kept a baseball bat under the bed. She’d—she’d drive this nightmare away. Toast had thrown herself on her parents’ bed, but her mother only shifted fretfully in her sleep, brow furrowing then smoothing again. She still remembered the scent of her mother’s sleep-warmed skin before Silver pulled her away.

She probably tried to explain it all kindly, if Toast was being fair. But Toast had been so confused, so scared, that the facts might as well have been incantations—that Toast was a changeling child, a goblin pretending to be human. That her “real” parents, also goblins, should have fetched her long ago, but—here, Silver paused, unnaturally evasive—they had been delayed, forcing Silver to complete the errand.

But that didn’t prepare Toast for the ice-water feeling of some magic sliding off her skin, did not stop her from wailing as she looked in the hallway mirror and saw a wretched green-skinned stranger staring back. A creature her size with big tear-filled red eyes and giant fawn-like floppy ears that came to points and fluttered like broken wings as she cried.

That door had shut. And the Market had opened on her new life.

She learned quickly. Goblins believed a community raised a child. Well, they believed humans should raise goblin children up through that helpless sticky period, then the community raised a child. Most goblin children were brought back to the Market by age six, when their changeling disguise wore thin. Young enough to adapt well but old enough to be useful.

Toast had been eleven, too old to be pitied, too young to be feared. Silver helped just enough to keep her from starving. When asked, Silver had given her only a perfunctory answer as to why they’d waited so long. She said her parents were absent, like Toast had been an appointment they’d penciled in their planner and forgot. Whenever Toast pressed further, complicated wrinkles formed around Silver’s closed mouth.

Whatever the reason, Toast never forgave them for it. She was gathered into some orientation and adjustment guidance by well-meaning aunties. Sitting hunched over next to kids half her age, many of whom seemed to have either convinced themselves this was some fantasy adventure or comforted themselves by crying constantly.

Toast had no more tears. After that first night, she held herself to the resolution to not cry again. If this was home now, Toast would make it a home that no one could take away from her. Let no one close enough to rip another comfort away. If Toast was a goblin, then she’d be a goblin. As fierce and nasty as any of the monsters who’d ripped her away from her human dream.

It wasn’t that easy, she learned. All the traders knew that fresh changeling kids were easy targets. Merchants seemed to take endless amusement using the old fey “May I have your name?” trick on changelings.

Her first trade had been a desperate, hungry bargain: the memory of her hometown for a slice of fried bread. Toast. She might have picked something else if she’d known goblins take their first Market acquisition as their name for the rest of their life. She didn’t even remember how it tasted now, and she’d never remember the way back again.

She couldn’t go home even if she wanted to. She had been Toast ever since.
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Everyone was a merchant in the Market, even without a stall. Even if you had no shingle to hang above your trade, everyone had to earn their place by finding something to offer. Fair trade. Even in a magic nowhere-everywhere market, a girl still had to eat.

So Toast worked the door.

“Door” was probably a misnomer, if Toast thought about it. There were numerous pathways between the Market and other worlds that engaged with it. Strange people and even stranger wares flowed through the Market like a river, with commerce going at all hours of the eternal night. If you were fey or hobb, or lich or ghost, visiting the Market was as simple as following a fancy. A high fey noble could pass through the Market and acquire a vial of a dying star (or unicorn tears or whatever else those snobs drank) as easily as Toast’s human mom had sent her to pop down to the corner store QuickStop for soda.

But if you were human—truly human, not cobbled together from glamour and borrowed memories like Toast—there was only one way in or out of the Goblin Market: the Door.

Toast never had to search for it. No crawling through cupboards, no whispering riddles to wardrobe hinges. The path to the Door from the Churn remained generally the same, an unusual courtesy from the otherwise capricious Market. Each morning, it waited precisely where it had the day before: straight down the Churn’s crooked spine, then three narrow flights of stairs, each groaning underfoot, leading to the odd little entryway that bridged two worlds.

The room itself defied logic. A triangular chamber bent at impossible angles, as if it had been folded wrong and left to settle that way. The Door stood in the center of the far wall, serene in its carved frame. Across from it, a staircase rose and ended abruptly, like a joke no one finished telling.

Toast rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she stepped inside, performing her usual morning ritual: a visual check of the Door, nothing more. She never bothered trying the handle. That ritual had long lost its meaning.

Where others saw gateways on the other side—flames licking the threshold or a moonlit field rippling with barley—Toast saw only brick. Solid. Immutable. Dead.

The Door did not open for goblins after they returned to the Market. Her responsibility, but not her escape.

The frame surrounding the Door was the same: a crooked mosaic of scavenged materials—scrap wood, cobblestones, broken light bulbs, green pennies, and rusted keys bent out of shape. Two carved cornices jutted from the top corners, each adorned with whorled patterns that always reminded Toast of half-lidded, winking eyes. The wooden frame remained consistent, but the door inside it was a chameleon.

Yesterday it had been wood—the posh carved panel of a nouveau riche lounge—but today it was decidedly more mundane—plain steel, the kind used in school hallways and service stairwells. A fire door, by the look of it, with a broad push bar stretched across its middle at goblin eye level. A faded red sticker peeled at the corners above it, the blocky letters still just legible: PUSH TO EXIT.

Toast exhaled and adjusted her weight on the nonsense staircase opposite, the one that led to nothing and made a perfectly adequate bench. With a mortal-style Door, chances were high that someone would come through today, and that meant work. Possibly even profitable work.

The Door’s appearance shifted, depending on where it was anchored. Sometimes it bloomed open like a flower dripping nectar, the portal to the Summerlands perfumed and hazy with gold. Other days it blazed like a furnace—those were ifriti days, and Toast kept well out of the way when they arrived. Today’s door was simpler, more anonymous.

Toast settled in, hopeful. If the Market had hooked another wide-eyed tourist, she might be able to afford more than dinner tonight. That was her job, after all—handling the humans.

The fey folk didn’t need hand-holding. Not the ones who drifted in from deeper realms or neighboring markets. But humans? They stumbled. They stared. They asked questions that should never be asked and offered things they didn’t understand the value of. Toast met them at the threshold with a smile just friendly enough to lower their guard, then guided them where they needed to go or, more accurately, where the Market wanted them to go.

She was good at it, better than most even. Having spent eleven years among humans, Toast had absorbed the rhythms of their speech, their habits, their hungers. That was nearly twice the time most changelings spent before being brought back and encouraged to forget. Toast never forgot.

Her job at the Door was to assess what brought the visitors and identify what itch they couldn’t scratch. That usually meant a slow walk through the Market, letting its magic pull at their needs until something stuck. Toast had done it enough to recognize the patterns: wealth, fame, desire, revenge. The basics. The Market was more than ready to sell any of it, preferably in bundles.

She took a sip from her cup, nearly burning her tongue. The cider was hot, sticky sweet, and deeply spiced—cinnamon and goblinfruit, the unofficial flavors of Market mornings. Cider was a round-the-clock affair in the Market: hot in the morning, chilled at noon, spiked with fire and mischief by dusk. To Toast, the taste had become as familiar as Diet Pepsi once was back in the world. If life had gone differently, she thought, maybe she’d be drinking coffee by now. Commuting to college. Falling in love with girls who wore flannel and eyeliner, or pretty boys who also wore eyeliner and read poetry aloud with too much sincerity. Getting her heart—

The doorknob rattled. Toast straightened, ears perked. The motion was subtle, just a twitch, the way someone might test a door they weren’t sure they were meant to open.

She quickly set her cider aside, though she didn’t rise from the steps. Better to look relaxed. Harmless. A face without sharp edges.

The Door cracked open with the faintest sigh, just wide enough to admit a figure who slipped through in one swift movement. They hesitated on the threshold, casting a furtive glance back through the gap before easing the Door shut with exaggerated care.

Toast’s eyes narrowed. That wasn’t the gait of a dazzled tourist. That was someone on the run.

She let her hands fall to her lap and kept her posture loose, watching quietly as the newcomer lingered, still half-shadowed by the frame. The Market might tolerate visitors, but it always marked how they arrived.

And Toast was its first pair of eyes.

“Hullo there, traveler!” As the visitor turned, Toast slipped easily into her perky, whimsical voice, the one she kept on reserve exclusively for humans. It had the sticky cadence of a children’s cartoon and the theatrical lilt of a renaissance fair narrator. If it had a font, it would be faux-medieval with ornamental drop caps and little flowers in the margins. To her own ears, she sounded like a sugar-addled toddler. But the humans always seemed to like it. “Welcome to the domain of dreams!”

The woman spun around, a fluffy mass of auburn hair cut blunt at the cheeks, momentarily falling in her face. She pushed it back, at the same time producing the smallest, saddest pocket knife Toast had ever seen. “Stay back!”

“Oh-ooooh no, brave knight, please don’t slay me!” Toast made a grand show of cowering. Humans sometimes did this too, arrive all paranoid and stabby. “Stay thy hand! I am but a humble goblin and mean you—”

Before Toast could get the rest of her pathetic minion speech out, that tiny knife was suddenly there at her throat and seemed a lot less sad as weapons go. The blade was sharp enough that her skin prickled with the promise of blood. This was no tourist with wide eyes and a backpack full of journal entries. This woman had intent.

“Where the fuck is my sister?” the stranger snarled.

And Toast should have panicked. She should have called for help or backed away or summoned some Market trick to her aid. But instead, she hesitated. Because the voice, though older and roughened with anger, struck a tuning fork in her skull.

She was forced to tilt her chin higher as the blade nudged her neck. The woman’s face came fully into view: round-cheeked, with a pert mouth drawn into a snarl, and freckles scattered across skin flushed with fury. Her sharp, ocean-blue eyes locked on Toast’s like a trap springing shut.

Faint now, a pale curve was nearly lost beneath one cheek’s constellation of freckles. But she remembered when it was fresh and red, scabbed and swollen. Remembered the neighbor’s cat and how its fury had been provoked by too much giggling, too many tiny hands tugging at its tail.

“Sammy?” Toast breathed, the name slipping from her mouth before her brain could stop it.

“How do you know my name?” Sam demanded after recovering from surprise. She tightened her grip on the blade. “Where is—Who the fuck are you?”

Toast flinched. Not from the knife but from the unbearable pressure blooming behind her ribs. A painful pulse of something like hope threatened to burst her open. Some stupid part of her had still believed that if her sister ever saw her again, even like this, she’d know. That blood would recognize blood. That love might persist through goblin glamour and time. That the years, the floppy ears, the green skin, wouldn’t erase who she used to be.

But this wasn’t the way she’d dreamed it. In her dream, it was Toast who had found a way to shed her goblin skin and escaped, who came home to find her sister waiting, open-armed. This—this was the Market, and Sam wasn’t here to recognize her. She was here to demand answers. To . . . hunt?

The knife wavered as Sam’s eyes raked over her again, cataloging every alien feature: the moss-colored skin, the pointed ears, the strange proportions that were too small to be a human adult yet too sharp and world weary to be childlike. Sam saw only a stranger. A creature.

The edge of the blade scraped Toast’s collarbone. She tried to shift her weight to ease the pressure, but the motion drew blood. A thin line of red welled against her avocado-green skin.

Sam recoiled in surprise. “Shit,” Sam muttered, staring down at the stained blade.

Toast backed quickly away, hands raised in surrender. “It’s fine! Just—don’t freak out.” She swiped at her throat with a sleeve and coughed through the lump rising in her throat. “Listen to me, Sammy, please—”

“Don’t say my name,” Sam growled. “Did she tell you that? She did. [image: image] had to tell you that. Did you hurt her?”

The gap in Sam’s words hit between Toast’s ears like a bomb. And like a bomb, the nothing sound was an impact that bloomed into a deafening hum, then a ringing that drowned out whatever else Sam was yelling. Her lips were moving, but Toast could only hear the void-like hollow in her memory.

“And if you don’t—oh.” Sam stopped short as she looked down at Toast with a frown. “Your nose is bleeding.”

Toast reached up. Her fingers came away sticky.

Sam’s gaze dropped to the knife again, where Toast’s blood had already dried to a dull black. Sam inhaled, a slow and rattling breath, and when she spoke again, it was softer. “So . . . it really worked.”

Toast didn’t answer right away. She wiped her sleeve across her upper lip, then forced words past the knot in her chest. “I don’t know anything about . . . that,” she managed to say. “But this is the Goblin Market, and you . . .” She trailed off, staring at the girl who had been her little sister. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“This is exactly where I need to be,” Sam said with conviction, already beginning to pace the crooked entry hall. Her fingers brushed along warped wooden panels, eyes scanning staircases and doorways like she expected one of them to speak. “I knew it was real,” Sam murmured. “The old lady wasn’t just making things up.”

“Old lady?” Toast echoed.

“A . . . psychic. Kind of.” Sam held up the hand that wasn’t wielding the knife, and the tiny jingle of bells drew Toast’s eye to the red string tied around Sam’s wrist. It was an intricately knotted pattern that was festooned with strange pieces. Wood and glass beads that were cracked and cloudy. Bits of dried plant matter that Toast identified as several pungent herbs. “She said this would help me find her,” Sam said. It might have been the kind of charm bracelet found at any hippy festival, were it not for the gleaming bits of bone that came from some small animal. Toast suspected a cat. There was a knotworker in the Market, and her poppets looked very similar, though not usually so aggressively targeted to repel fey. It made Toast wince even standing next to it.

“Like one of those TV psychics?” Toast asked without taking her eyes off the charm, so weirded out by the story that she couldn’t help herself.

Sam shot her a strange look. “What do you know about TV? And, no, not like that.” She got annoyed again. Toast could tell by the way she returned to waving the tiny pocketknife around. “Aggie just wanted to help. And she did. My sister must be here.”

Sister. It finally caught up to Toast what—who—Sam was here to barter for.

The Market only opened to humans under rare, specific circumstances: either a flicker of fey blood or a desperation strong enough to echo across dimensions. It must call to the Market like blood in the water, Toast thought. Though the Market must have discerning tastes, because even then, a human guest was rare.

And this was the first one Toast knew. She would normally have the arrival duped and halfway to a vendor by now, but her feet felt rooted in place. “You should go back. Right now.” She heard the pleading in her voice. She didn’t care if she didn’t get to eat for a week. She didn’t want to do this. “Please, Sam.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Sam said sharply. Her jaw was set in that stubborn way Toast remembered from childhood, when Sammy had refused to eat broccoli, refused to wear tights, refused to go to bed before finishing her coloring page. “And stop pretending like you know me. What are you supposed to be? Some kind of . . . troll?”

Toast recoiled. “I’m not a troll!” she hissed, indignant despite everything. “Trolls are stinkier. And they would’ve eaten you already.”

Sam scoffed. “You’re just trying to scare me off. It won’t work.” She turned on her heel and strode toward the nearest hall, utterly unaware that her next words made Toast flinch as if struck. “Take me to my sister.”

“That hallway leads to a dead end!” Toast called after her, already moving. Last she knew, it opened into a pixie den, and pixies were carnivorous little bastards with no concept of personal space. She caught up, grabbed Sam’s hand, and turned her around. “Fine,” Toast said, breath sharp. “This way.”

To her surprise, Sam didn’t resist. She kept her knife low but ready, her eyes wary.

Toast glanced once over her shoulder, at the Door that had already begun to fade, its edges softening, its frame warping. Soon, it would be gone.

No going back, so Toast did what she always did: moved forward.

And led her sister into the jaws of the Market.




[image: Chapter 3]
Tourist days, the days someone new appeared through the door, were normally Toast’s favorite. Though she was no merchant, she gained the tiniest bit of temporary power on tourist days. She was the friendly face, the one the humans quickly decided was harmless, there to guide them. Thus, when she brought them to certain vendors and played along, encouraging them to get fleeced and sell their firstborn or the color of their dreams or ten years of life or their mother’s love or something even more precious, she was due a cut of the proceeds. The smart vendors tipped her well after the deal was done, and Toast would be more likely to guide the choicest, most greedy humans their way again.

Those tips and merchant goodwill were how Toast got by. It was a tricky calculation, however. If she favored one merchant too heavily, they’d inevitably get sly and try to skimp on her share. Or their fellow merchants would get jealous and start sabotaging her work and each other. It had been a headache until she figured out the unspoken rules of accounting, which goblin merchants had not just for clients, but for each other.

There were a lot of dangerous rules in the Market, even if only half of them could get you killed.

Toast and Sam reached the top of the stairs and began the descent down. Toast took each step ahead of her sister slowly, as if she could will the Market to have moved or disappeared by the time they reached the bottom. Sometimes Toast fancied she could do that, the way she found paths so easily. Listen closely enough to a place, and you could start to convince yourself that someone was listening back.

“How did, um, your sister—how long ago did she go missing?” Toast asked to fill the tense silence.

Sam surprised her by answering willingly. “Ten years ago.” There was a grief that splashed across Sam’s face like water before she quickly wiped it away again. “It was—there was a fire one night at the old house. Mom, Dad, and I got out. She didn’t. The fire was bad enough that they found bits of bone, but that’s all.” Sam sounded like she was reciting a memory she’d had to learn by repetition, not belief. “But it’s bullshit.”

“Oh.” Toast did an admirable job of sounding only vaguely interested. Probably because it was hard to speak with the way her ribs seemed to suddenly clench down upon her lungs. Bone. She had a faint memory of Silver haphazardly sprinkling something white over the bed behind her that night. “Why’s that?”

“Fire doesn’t burn that hot. I looked it up on the internet later. I tried to tell Mom, the police, anybody. But every time, it’s like their eyes glazed over and . . . I don’t know. It’s crazy that everyone just decided that was it and moved on. And . . .” Sam described what Toast knew was a very familiar forgetfulness enchantment. The words stopped as Sam studied her. Toast kept her eyes on the steps even as her gaze felt heavy as lead. Maybe this would be it, when Sam would recognize her and—

“Guess I can tell you,” Sam muttered, shrugging at whatever she saw. “I know she didn’t die in that fire because I saw her . . . I think.”

Toast stumbled on the next step, unable to hide her wide-eyed alarm. “You saw . . . ? When?”

“The night of the fire. Or . . .” Sam’s certainty faltered. She drew her hand through the dust on the stair railing. “I think I did. It was real late, but I remember hearing something and waking up . . .” Her brows had been locked into a fierce furrow since she’d arrived, but now they wilted into a vulnerable expression that made her look so much like her younger self that Toast’s heart clenched. “I heard mumbling down the hall toward [image: image]’s room. The door to my room was just down from hers, and sometimes I’d wake up and—well, I slept with the door cracked.”

. . . wake up and pad into my room. Catch me reading past bedtime. You’d always say you were going to tell Mom, but instead you’d just climb on my bed and fall back asleep. It was a memory that Toast didn’t even realize she’d held on to, until Sam said that. She could almost smell the bubblegum shampoo they used, leaving Sam’s baby locks smelling like blue raspberries as she crowded in on her bed. Fell asleep on her shoulder. Became a hot, sweaty little furnace that was impossible to dislodge until morning.

“I was going to get up but I saw . . . I guess a shadow in the hallway.” Sam’s voice brought Toast back to reality. Her frown was back as she scrutinized the memory. “Then the yellow of her sleep shirt, that’s how I know they took her.”

“They?” Toast whispered, grateful Sam wasn’t looking to see her rub her eyes harshly.

“It was mumbling, but I made out just one word,” Sam said, surer now. “Goblin.” Muscles worked in her jaw as she appeared to flutter past that particular memory and into others. “Dr. Anna—Mom and Dad made me see a therapist—kind of convinced me it was a dream for a while, but obviously it wasn’t.”

That was all the story Toast was going to get, judging by the way the anger came back into Sam’s gaze, and she turned it, like her knife, on Toast. “You admitted this is a goblin market. So hand her over.”

“I—” The tongue in Toast’s mouth felt sluggish and dry. She turned away as she tried to shove all of it down, to bleed over later. Later. “I don’t make the deals, kid. I’m just the guide.”

The seething moment of silence was palpable at her back. “Fine,” Sam said, stomping after her. “So guide me to her.”

The demand might have been hilarious if Toast wasn’t already dying a little inside. “I told you. I don’t . . . I can’t give you what you want.”

If Sam noticed the careful phrasing in that answer, she didn’t show it. She hadn’t learned the importance of truth around fey yet. “Then take me to someone who can. [image: image] wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye. She’s here, I know it.”

“Be careful what you wish for, kid,” Toast muttered, choosing to focus on how irritating Sam was rather than entertain the ache blooming somewhere behind her ribs. The gloom had begun to lift, and from the stairwell ahead came the distant cacophony of voices, the tinkle of metal, and the thrum of activity, all merging into a low, living roar. As they rounded the final staircase, the air shifted. A sudden bloom of scent surged to meet them: incense and burnt sugar, old woodsmoke and iron-rich blood, mint-crushed herbs and greasy roast meat. Beneath it all, a cloying sweetness lingered of vanilla and memory gone sour at the edges.

Sam halted on the last step, caught mid-motion by the riot of sensory overload.

“Welcome to the Goblin Market,” Toast said, though her usual wry delight in delivering the line was absent. Normally, this was her favorite part: the reveal.

They stood in a shadowed alcove at the edge of the Market’s heart, the perfect vantage to see it unfold. The chamber might once have been a ballroom in some grand estate before the Market stole it and rewrote its bones. There were no windows to mark the passage of time, no trace of chandeliers in the high chaotic rafters. The ceiling disappeared into gloom, as if the space above had been devoured.

Instead, light came from everywhere and nowhere. Lanterns tinged with amber swayed from poles and carts. Strings of mismatched twinkle lights cast strange shadows across fabric tents. Candles leaned drunkenly from tabletops, their wax pooling over charms and ledgers. Jars glowed with phosphorescent mushrooms. Vials of distilled moonglow lit up entire shelves. Some patrons, and even a few vendors, glimmered with internal luminescence, their eyes glowing, their skin pulsing faintly with color. Toast spotted a weaver down one aisle whose head carried a bioluminescent globe sprouting from his forehead like an anglerfish lure. She knew him by reputation: blind, from a world of darkness, he used the light to draw customers close.

All that illumination barely made a dent in the dark, yet from the top of the stairs, it looked breathtaking. A sea of stars laid out in tent canvas and cobblestone. Wisps of light and movement traced the crooked aisles and narrow alleyways, revealing a strange geometry that seemed to spiral and web outward without end. In rare moments like this, from a distance, the Market almost resembled something like home.

At least, until you met the inhabitants. Toast gripped Sam’s sleeve and managed to pull her back as a troop of hobbs came thundering past, heavy ironwood boots big as tree trunks. A hobb would be considered short at six feet tall, and most were well over that. Relegated to the low fey masses, along with goblins, the ones in the Market worked as enforcers or wardens most of the time. Sam’s eyes widened as she watched them pass, headed toward a cart that was overloaded with big barrels. Toast recognized the merchant: a real troll, bulkier than any of the hobbs, whose muttered complaints ceased the moment coin clinked into his palm.

One hobb reached into a barrel and pulled out a creature that flickered like living neon, an eel-like thing, electric orange, writhing in coils as long as Sam’s forearm. The hobb tilted his head back and swallowed it whole. The eel gave a final spark before disappearing down his gullet.

Sam stared, face stricken. “What was that?”

“The orange thing?” Toast squinted at the cart’s faded sign. “Larval lightning. Elementals, most likely. Probably from the Twilight Sea, the way they’re gobbling them down.”

“Twilight Sea?” Sam echoed faintly.

“In the Shadowlands, a different plane of the fey, though they say the sea next to the Alley of Sighs is a connected outlet. Don’t look at me, I’ve never been there.” Toast batted Sam’s disbelieving look away in order to try to give her the speech. “Look, it’s the Goblin Market and, yes, all the stories are true. You can find anything you want, some things you didn’t know you wanted, and many things you never want. And everything, everything has a price. Sometimes more than one.” Toast had practice keeping her own pain off her face as she rattled it off. “It’s not too late to turn around,” she added, for Sam’s sake.

It was the wrong thing to say. Sam was listening up until that. Her thoughtful face hardened to something familiar to the stubborn kid that Toast had known. “Not until I find [image: image].”

Sam stepped off the stairs and plowed ahead, narrowly missing getting hit by a passing handcart. Toast drew a heavy sigh and gave the ceiling a silent plea for patience before running to catch up.

*   *   *

A goblin hawker crooned in a reedy falsetto, “Fruit fresh as baby cheeks! Come by, come buy!”

Toast didn’t break stride. She grabbed Sam’s wrist with practiced ease and yanked her firmly away from the stall, earning a sour glare from the vendor that promised she’d be paying for the interruption later. But Toast would buy a hundred cloud cakes before she let Sam near goblinfruit.

Instead, she redirected Sam down a side aisle, narrower and quieter, where a barrow woman sat behind a faded tablecloth covered in bangles and thread-woven charms. Her eyes were cloudy with age, her mouth a cavern of gums, but she greeted Sam with the warmth of a long-lost aunt. Most of her wares were harmless. Probably more superstition than spellwork, and unlikely to curse a human buyer beyond a mild rash.

Still, no luck. Sam lingered long enough to be polite, asked a few questions, then moved on.

It irritated Toast more than she wanted to admit. Her job was to help humans find what they wanted—or at least what they thought they wanted—and steer them into a deal. Desire was usually loud and obvious here. The Market had a way of bending toward hunger, reshaping itself to offer exactly the thing someone had convinced themselves they needed. It wasn’t a labyrinth, not if you knew how to listen. Getting from point A to point B was often as simple as concentrating on how badly you wanted to get there.

The Market obeyed desire, and hers had always been bottomless.

That was Toast’s secret. Toast wanted everything: escape, belonging, vengeance, softness, joy, destruction. She’d stopped trying to name the shapes of her wanting long ago. Survival meant learning to take the raw ache of absence and mold it into something useful. If the world demanded currency, she’d trade in her empty spaces. She would make them pay for it.

But Sam, Sam had been in the Market for an hour and hadn’t shown the faintest interest in buying a thing. She wandered through impossible stalls, ducked under glowing tapestries, passed siren perfume makers and soul-glass artisans, and showed no flicker of desire for any of it.

Except, of course, for her sister. The one she didn’t recognize and therefore the Market couldn’t deliver. Perhaps the Market was just as stymied as Toast.

Toast watched Sam pick at her cuticles as they walked. Still the same nervous habit, even after all this time. She took in the motion greedily, memorizing every unconscious detail. Sam, like all visitors, would leave the Market eventually, and when she did, Toast wanted something real to carry with her. Some fragment of the girl she remembered.

“Huh?” Toast blinked, shaken out of her thoughts as she realized Sam asked a question.

“I said, what’s the point of all this?” Sam gestured to the sprawling Market, her hand sweeping across a blur of noise and color. “Is this where you get your jollies before eating unsuspecting humans?”

Toast resisted the urge to drag her fingers down her face. “We don’t—and this is the third time I’ve had to say it—we don’t eat humans. That’s disgusting. And rude!”

“Bless the rude daughters,” Sam muttered and stalked ahead.

Toast stumbled slightly, her hand reflexively going to her chest. It was part of a song lyric, and the memory cracked something open deep inside her. Toast could almost hear it again: the guitar trill on repeat, as her and Sam’s favorite angry girl band sang in defiant tones:


And bless the rude daughters
Who survive the dark
To wear the snarling crown . . .



“How do you know the Mighty Goats?” Sam had come to a sudden stop and was staring at Toast with such suspicion that she knew she must have hummed some part of it aloud.

Toast’s alarm swept her mind blank, and she stuttered until she was rescued, mercifully, by the loud, churning grumble of Sam’s stomach. “When did you last eat?” Toast asked instead.

They’d been walking for a while now, Toast dogging Sam’s heels like a suspicious shadow. Sam had been doing an excellent job of ignoring her suggestions, so Toast had attempted to do the same to every pointed look, every dramatic sigh, every shuffle of feet that suggested her unwanted companion might be mortal. The kind of mortal that was likely to have dipped off to the fey realms without having a proper breakfast.

“Yesterday.” Sam’s natural defensiveness was enough to put her off the Mighty Goats question. “Maybe.” She paused as uncertainty creeped in. “I kind of forget when I get focused on something.”

That was a sibling trait, then. The fact that time was pliable in the Market didn’t help. Toast had learned early that goblins had a fluid sense of time by necessity. The Market’s bells rang when they felt like it, days bleeding into nights without much regard for the mortal world’s neat twenty-four-hour segments. Easy to lose track. Easier still to forget your body had requirements.

She sighed and changed direction, angling toward a corner of the Market she usually avoided. Not because it was dangerous but because it was tempting, and Toast could rarely afford the luxury of temptations.

“Where are we going?” Sam asked, suspicion sharpening her voice.

“You’re hungry. It’s a terrible idea to make deals when you’re hungry.”

“I don’t have any—”

“I know.” Toast cut her off before the admission could fully land. She didn’t want Sam’s gratitude any more than she wanted her company, but she also couldn’t drag a starving teenager through the Market all day. That was the kind of thing that attracted the wrong kind of attention from vendors who specialized in desperate.

The stall appeared as they rounded a corner hung with paper lanterns that whispered jingles to each other. It was smaller than most, barely more than a wooden cart with a cheerful orange awning, and it smelled like every childhood carnival Toast had ever attended—and several she’d only dreamed about.

The vendor was a goblin no taller than Toast’s waist, with gray-green skin and eyes like polished river stones. They wore a tiny chef’s hat that sat at a jaunty angle between their pointed ears. A weathered canvas apron covered most of their clothes, streaked with flour and a few mysterious glowing smudges, giving them the look of someone who’d seen a hundred deals and twice as many disasters.

“Fine day, Wick,” Toast said.

“Ah!” The goblin named Candlewick’s face split into a grin that showed too many teeth. “The human dealer returns! I haven’t seen you in seasons.”

“I’ve been busy,” Toast said, which was true enough. “And stop calling me that.”

“Too busy for my cloud cakes? Tragic.” Wick ignored the admonishment entirely. He gestured to their display with obvious pride. “Fresh this morning. Still singing.”

Sam leaned forward despite herself. The “cakes” were impossible things—confections made from actual clouds, somehow solid enough to hold their shape but still visibly drifting, tiny lightning storms flickering in their centers. They came in colors that had no names: the shade of sunset after good news, the hue of a secret kept, the tint of laughter remembered.

“They’re . . .” Sam started, then stopped, as if worried finishing the sentence would reveal too much.

“Ridiculous?” Toast offered. “Impractical? Definitely overpriced?”

“. . . beautiful,” Sam said quietly.

Wick’s grin widened. “The girl has taste! Not like some people.” They shot Toast a meaningful look. “Always so serious, this one. Never enjoys the whimsy.”

Wick usually liked weird things rather than some of the more exotic currency some traders preferred. Toast pulled a coin from her pocket—one of her own, hard-earned and carefully hoarded. Silver, with a hole through the center and a year stamped on it that hadn’t happened yet. “Two,” she said. She hesitated to see if Wick was in a dickering mood, but it appeared Sam’s compliment had buttered up the old baker. “The blue one and”—she hesitated, studying the display—“that one.” She pointed to a cloud cake the color of hope against hope shot through with gold.

“Excellent choice!” Wick plucked both cakes from their display with careful reverence and presented them on a piece of paper that might have been a page from a storybook, though the words kept rearranging themselves when Toast wasn’t looking directly at them.

Sam took hers carefully, cradling it like something that might break or flee. “What do I . . . ?”

“Eat it,” Toast said, biting into her own.

It tasted like the first warm day after a long winter. Like staying up past bedtime to finish a good book. Like the moment right before someone you love walks through the door. The tiny lightning storm fizzed pleasantly on her tongue, and for just a moment, Toast let herself remember why, occasionally, she let herself love the Market. Despite the cost.

Sam took a cautious bite, and her eyes went wide. “It’s . . .” She stopped, took another bite, bigger this time. “It’s like . . .” Another bite. “I can’t describe . . .”

“They’re never the same taste twice,” the goblin baker said proudly. “Cloud cakes remember the sunshine and all. Good memories, warm ones.”

“So it’s not all teeth and shadows?”

“Don’t get any ideas, please,” Toast said, already regretting her generosity as she nodded to Wick and led them a few steps away.

Sam ate her cake in silence, but something in her shoulders had loosened, just slightly. When she finished, sugar sparkled on her fingers and the ghost of something that wasn’t quite a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“Thank you,” she said to Toast. Quiet. Almost grudging. But real.

Toast shrugged, already turning away. She felt the coin’s absence in her pocket like a missing tooth, but it was worth the warmth in Sam’s voice. “Don’t ever say, ‘Thank you.’ Down here, others will take it as an insult that they did something for free or, worse, an acknowledgment of debt. And just . . . don’t get used to it,” Toast said. “Next time, you’re on your own.”

But they both had begun to suspect she was lying.

*   *   *

Sam gave the wares a more willing consideration after she’d been fed. Toast caught her staring at one merchant’s offerings that were strung like laundry between the broken spindles of a banister: delicate wefts of hair in every shade imaginable, some braided into coils, others strung with bells or charms. They swayed in a nonexistent breeze, catching bits of light from the twinkle strings above.

The vendor behind the counter was a crusty old goblin Toast recognized immediately.

“Morning, Du,” she said, keeping her tone polite.

The trader’s proper name was Duvet, but he insisted on pronouncing it with an exaggerated flourish that Toast refused to indulge. She didn’t have patience for goblins who took themselves too seriously. If she could live with being called Toast, they could survive their own indignities.

Duvet gave her a disapproving sniff but inclined his head. His long, oily fingers were busy combing a fresh lock of electric blue hair into a bundle.

Sam moved closer to the display, peering at the wefts. “Is this real hair?”

“Of course it is,” Duvet wheezed, offended. “All genuine, all collected ethically.” He gave Toast a look that said, Ethics are subjective.

“They sell it?” Sam asked quietly.

Toast nodded. “For glamour, mostly. Some humans come here to buy a new self. New face, new hair, new history. All for the right price.”

Sam didn’t answer, but her fingers twitched slightly, a restless gesture. She didn’t reach for the strands.

“Human, pretty girl, come look, come buy . . .” Duvet only gave Toast the slightest acknowledgment as he zeroed in on Sam as a prospective target. He took a hank of nearby platinum blond in his palm, raking through it with boney fingers. “Gloss of a princess, thick curls of wild abandon, moonbeam pale, or ebony luster. Beauty, grace . . . all these could be yours for a pittance. A lady’s hair is her crowning glory, eh?” He paused, appearing to take in Sam’s blunt bob of unstyled poofy brown hair, which may or may not have seen a comb this morning. “Or maybe for a pretty lady friend?”

“Where did you get this?” Sam’s voice twanged with tension on the edge of breaking as she pointed. Toast followed the line of her finger to a lush weft of dark hair that hung in loose, effortless curls. It gleamed like the coal-caught embers of a fire, amber and gold slivers winking in the dim light.

“This, oh, this, yes, good eye,” Du dropped the blond sample like an old towel and rushed to bring the curls in question closer, faintly shimmying it to show off the bounce as he drew it over his palm. “This beauty’s been in my collection for nigh on a century. I traded this off the very head of a fairy queen, I did. Immortal beauty and effortless entrancement, it holds, yes, yes. I could sew this to your skull and your children’s children would never want for admirers.”

“It’s not off a queen,” Toast muttered, even though the rest of what Du said is likely true. Hair was a popular trade in the Market, not only because it was renewable and pretty, but because it was a great carrier. Hair grew but did not die. Enchantments loved materials with contrary attributes like that. It also didn’t hurt that all fey, from the lowest goblin to the highest Summerlands noble, were vain to some extent.

Duvet shot her a vicious look, but Sam didn’t appear to notice. She was staring at the hair with nearly tears in her eyes. It took Toast longer to put it together than it should have. Her hand flew to her
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