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Born Bad

 

It was hard to find fae groves these days, especially in the heart of the city. Lucia had read about how it used to be in the old days, when a person could hardly walk through a forest without stumbling into a fairy ring by accident or disappearing into an enchanted wood. And maybe it was poetic license, but all the old writers had written about those places as perfect untouched circles of wilderness, with an aura of wonder and danger radiating from every blade of grass.

Not that the grove in the city park didn’t have an aura. Everything about it said, Don’t go near this place. Danger awaits all who approach.

Or that was how those old writers would have put it, anyway. In reality, if these trees could talk, they would have said something more like, Get out of here, you idiot, before you get yourself killed. Possibly in more colorful language than that.

Lucia had a feeling the aura had less to do with whatever magic the gnarled oak trees might hold, and more with the used syringes that lay scattered across the broken path. The shadows beneath the trees seemed to move. Maybe it was the magic, or maybe it was imagination born of the fresh articles Lucia read seemingly every day about another drug deal gone wrong in this park. If it wasn’t drugs, it was a prostitute killed by a john who wasn’t willing to pay. She’d seen that one in the paper just yesterday.

It was a good thing the city’s criminals were more afraid of Lucia than she was of them. Even now.

She stepped into the grove. The tree’s branches swayed in warning, brushing against her arms as if trying to push her back. She gave them a contemptuous glance and a toss of her head. She stood in the center of the groove, surrounded by shifting shadows, and conspicuously checked her watch.

“I’m waiting.”

She hadn’t been back home in years, but she still knew how to use the tone her family had taught her. The one that said whoever was unlucky enough to hear it had better do what she asked, or else.

A man stepped out of the shadows. He was at least seven feet tall, with auburn hair that hung to his waist. His ears came to delicate points. His eyes, longer and more narrow than that of a human, shone a brilliant green in the darkness.

But none of that impressed Lucia. So he wasn’t human—big deal. She’d asked for one of the fae to show up, and one of the fae was what she had expected.

All she cared about was the squirming, squalling bundle in his arms.

The man pulled the intricately woven blanket away from the infant’s face, and bent low so she could see. Yes, that was a baby in his arms. The infant’s was skin soft and perfect, his eyes a brilliant green that matched the man’s own.

As their eyes met, the baby’s cries stopped. His flailing limbs went still. They held each other’s gazes, and as young as he looked, Lucia got the sense he was taking her measure.

“Is the deal still satisfactory to you?” the man asked. “Ten years of your youth, in exchange for a child to call your own?”

Her imperious mask fell away as she forced her eyes up from the baby’s face to his. She nodded. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, I’ll give you anything you want.”

The fae man laughed. His voice was the melodic trill of morning songbirds combined with the eerie rustle of autumn leaves. “Be careful what you say, human. Lucky for you, the deal is already struck, or I would be tempted to change the terms. Ten years, then, in exchange for the child. And now, a lock of your hair to seal the deal, as we discussed.”

Out of nowhere, a short silver dagger appeared in his hand. He reached for her long, curly locks.

She shook her head and stepped back. “I got it ready for you earlier,” she said, pulling the envelope out of her pocket. “I picked the nicest one I could find. I… I wanted to make sure nothing went wrong.” She kept her gaze locked on that tiny, perfect baby as she pulled a single black curl from the envelope. She placed it delicately in her palm and held it out to him as if it were the crown jewels.

His face creased in amusement as he carelessly plucked it from her hand. “It is done,” he said in his melodious voice. “If you have regrets, do not voice them to me.”

“No. No regrets.” She held her breath as she extended her arms for the baby.

For one brief, horrible moment, she was afraid he wouldn’t hand the small bundle over. Then, with exquisite care, he passed the baby into her arms. The baby’s large green eyes held hers as she settled his plump body against her chest. Newborns couldn’t smile, she knew that, but she could have sworn his rosebud lips curved upward at the edges.

When she looked up again, the fae man was gone. It was just her and the baby, alone in the worst part of town.

As if summoned by her sudden solitude, a figure shoved into the grove, breaking branches as he went. He wasn’t as tall as the fae man, but he was taller than her, and with muscles to match. He glowered down at her. A thick scar ran through one of his eyebrows.

“I’m supposed to be having a private meeting here,” he growled. “I don’t remember inviting you.” He reached toward his waist—for a weapon, no doubt.

Then he stopped and looked at her more closely. His frown disappeared, replaced by a toothy, speculative smile. His eyes glittered with a cold light.

“On the other hand,” he said, “you and I could have some fun while I wait.” With his other hand, that wasn’t reaching for the weapon, he reached for her.

She stepped nimbly back, avoiding the man’s touch. The baby bounced slightly in her arms, and she clutched him against her chest. She smiled at the man and extended a hand.

“A pleasure to meet you,” she said, in a voice that made it clear it was quite the opposite. “Shall we make our introductions?” She gave her name. Her full name.

The leer vanished from the man’s face like she had slapped it off. “I… I didn’t know,” he stammered. “I’m sorry. Please don’t… I’m sorry.” He took off at a run, breaking more branches in his haste.

Not eager to press her luck, Lucia strode out of the grove. She walked with her head held high along the broken path. She bounced the baby as she went. It had been a long time since she’d held one of her little cousins—no doubt they were all grown up by now. But that bouncing motion was something a person never forgot.

The baby gave a happy gurgle and nuzzled into her chest. She bent down and took a long sniff of his head. He smelled like fresh-cut grass, and the soil after a rain, and the unmistakable but impossible-to-describe smell that was a newborn
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