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  Synopsis


She was cursed at birth to marry him. 
He is cursed to never know her love.

Rhoslyn Gautier refuses to accept her fate. All her life she believed she was nothing more than a poor merchant’s daughter from Factory Row. Not an elven princess in an arranged marriage. But when thrown to the wolves as punishment after challenging her queen, she becomes trapped with Fentienne Beausoleil, an aristocrat in an enchanted chateau who is half-monster by daylight and full monster by moonlight. An ugly, tormented man from an enemy realm she was bound to in faerie blood from her first breath. And there is no escape.

If she breaks their bonds, she will die.

If she falls in love with him, she will die.

Rhoslyn believes the chateau will be her tomb. Then a mysterious man appears in her dreams with claims that he, too, is a prisoner. A wickedly beautiful man with a sharp mind and even sharper heart who captures hers completely. Magic seals away his identity. Yet Rhoslyn suspects that appearances are not all what they seem. But to know for certain, she would need to revolutionize more than a realm on the brink of civil war.

And trigger a curse that will claim her life.


✨ OF THORNS AND CURSES ✨is a new adult fae fantasy spin on the romantic tale of Beauty and the Beast, blending faerie magic and pagan ritual with a French Revolution inspired setting.

	angsty romance

	villain redemption romances

	villain gets the girl

	enemies-to-lovers

	fated romances

	forced proximity

	witty banter

	he falls first

	French inspired prince

	found family

	adorable wolf cubs





Guaranteed to please readers who love:
STANDALONE in a connected series / shared world.
Books can be read in any order. Though OF THORNS AND CURSES does contain spoilers for OF HEART AND STONE.
Guaranteed happily ever after. 







  
  Dear Reader

[image: ]
Welcome to the Kingdom of Ealdspell


Welcome to Ealdspell, a kingdom of standalone stories as old as time. A faerie kingdom hidden deep within a Druid’s sacred oak tree, on a mere leaf. 
And welcome to OF THORNS AND CURSES, my new adult gothic Beauty and the Beast meets Little Red Riding Hood retelling set in a French Revolution inspired faerie tale world.  

A quick CONTENT WARNINGS heads up: OF THORNS AND CURSES is a dark-around-the edges gothic romance in a war setting and contains wolf shifters based on French folklore. And, so, do expect some medium fantasy (monster) violence. The MMC is a villain, too, who was a lead torturer before he was exiled and cursed. He's involved in two fight scenes with medium violence where he finds pleasure in the other's pain, but there is no gratuitous torture. He also visits a brothel and briefly, mildly describes activities he sees while walking past. A few other considerations: brief but on page child abuse; mild and brief on page references to the MMC being conceived by sexual assault (nothing graphic is discussed); gothic themes including ghosts, hauntings, and underground crypts; mild, on page descriptions of prostitutes and people who live on the streets and overall poverty from a corrupt government. 
While I do craft any and all descriptions as non-gratuitously as possible, please put your mental health needs first.

Also, in case you were curious . . . the realms within Ealdspell each feature a completely different era in history with dystopian feels and technology. They’re also entirely influenced by Ireland, Scotland, Wales, England, Iceland, Norway, France, and Germany, the faerie tale lands of yore. And why some names and words may seem strange. I love Celtic, Anglo-Saxon, and Norse/Germanic names. *happy sighs*
 
While reading OF THORNS AND CURSES, if you’re unsure of how to pronounce a word or what a word may mean, merrily skip to the end of the book and enjoy the:

Glossary of Ealdspell Terms
Cast of Character


Though, here’s a quick odd-pronunciation list (and some definitions) for this story:
Addien – Awe-dee-ehn 
Aurelienne – Oo-rell-ee-ehn
 Benoit – Ben-wuah
 Chateau Lumière Dorée – shah-toe / loom-ee-air / door-ee
 Clifstán – Cliff-stawn 
 Dalbréath – Dal-bray-ith
 Dúnælven – Dune-al-ven
 Ealdspell – Awld-spell
 Éireanna – Air-ran-uh
 Eirwen – Air-wen
 Fentienne – Fen-TEE-en
 Florian – Flow-ree-aan
 Lucas – Lew-cuss
 Mattieu – Matt-eww
 Mon douce puce – Moan / doo-ss / pew-ss
 Mon Père Michel – Moan / pear / Mee-shell
 Mon petit caneton – Moan / pet-eet / can-ih-tun
 Mon (ma) petit(e) louveteau – Moan (maw) / pet-eet / lew-v-toe
 Palais d’Aurélie – Pal-ay / dih / oo-rell-ee
 Rhoslyn – Ross-lin  

 
The rest should be easier to figure out. And, if not *gestures to Glossary of Ealdspell terms*


A few Faerie Magic Technology terms too


RUNIC TECHNOLOGY: The Earthen computer technology system the High Druid blended with elemental faerie magic (read Hidden Letter). 

RUNE WHISPERER: A faerie who can control another’s bioelectric signal with runic verbal commands. It’s the cyberpunk version of a faerie glamouring a mortal.  

 

A few other goodies at the end of the book:
 Historical Notes
 More Books by Yours Truly
 Etsy Shop

Grab your favorite drink and snack, put up your feet, and enjoy this gritty spin on the romantic tale of Beauty and the Beast. A story woven with faerie magic, pagan ritual, and French Revolution history . . .  

Happy reading!  
Jesikah Sundin






  
  More Books

[image: ]
Interconnected Standalones



[image: ]



OF DREAMS AND SHADOWS

 Her life is a dream.
His is a nightmare.

Aroreh lives in a dream created by a powerful faerie technology and sees only a prospering realm, not the overworked suffering of her people. But when a shadow walking faerie prince awakens her from the illusions, her magic could change everything . . . 
 





[image: ]


OF HEART AND STONE

She has a heart of stone.
A heart he is fated by the faeries to break.

Hidden in the Dwarven mine camps since infancy, an Elven princess with a heart of stone finds herself at the center of a war. She must choose between the kingdom she was destined to save or the prince who wakes her heart to life.
 






  
  Dedication

[image: ]

  To all the women who march for social justice. 

And to all the men who empower our revolution.  








  
  



  
  Hidden Letter

[image: ]
Rònan Ó Macbeatha


Day 17 of Fómhar, Year 634 K.E.     
Iyearn for the days of Éireanna. But I fear I made a grave, irreversible mistake. 

Dear reader, whomever finds these words, please listen carefully. I am no mere faerie. Nor is this a riddled tale I spin for my amusement.


My True Name is Rònan Ó Conell Gwdd Twrh Macbeatha, a druid from the faerie line of Maebh and the human kings of Éireanna. Perhaps I am reckless in writing down my True Name for anyone to find. But I am already a prisoner of Mælfallyn, the Queen of the Underworld, Queen of the Malfae, master shapeshifter and spell weaver. She alone now determines my fate. A fate to blend my druidic lineage and runic technology with her elemental magic to create a faerie more powerful than she or I. This child will assuredly be weaponized to bend Ealdspell to her will. And since I have refused Mælfallyn’s hand in marriage, it is only a matter of time before I am rune spelled to become her king consort. 
There is no more of my kind. Before I created the Kingdom of Ealdspell, I was not only a prince but the last druid of Éireanna. The order of druids is no more. Still, do not forget the land of our ancestors. For we still belong to this faerie realm on Earth. Ealdspell is simply a world within this world. 
The land of humans is a polluted wasteland filled with warring machines. Nanotechnology is in everything—the air, the water, the trees, the people. These machines eventually seeped into Éireanna and poisoned faerie minds until many went mad. I needed to keep safe those who were not yet sickened. I needed to protect what was left of our sacred lands. For if Éireanna falls, then all of Earth will fall too. And we need Earth just as much as Earth needs us. We are joined strands in an endless knot.
Rather than fight this cursed iron that our systems were slowly becoming dependent on, I wove the language of circuitry and machines with fae elemental magic. Then I used this runic technology to not only create Ealdspell, but to sustain it. I entrusted the Heart and Soul of Ealdspell with the Faerondarl twins of the Dúnælven, Gedlen Fate Maker and Gellynor Death Talker. They alone know where I have hidden the Kingdom of Ealdspell and her beating Heart.

Or so I thought. 

I made a terrible mistake. A decision I can never take back. One Mælfallyn will never let me forget nor forgive. And so, I await my fate.
Forgive me, dear reader. I tried to protect faerie kind, but I have failed. 
Burn this note, but do not forget my True Name. Stop Mælfallyn, even if it means you must kill me. I spell wove a Dara knot—the oak tree knot—to appear at the nape of Milfae royalty. These are the only faeries you can trust in Ealdspell. 
The Malfae found my hidden kingdom, they now live among us, and they brought their poisons with them.
     Rònan, High Druid and Prince of Éireanna and Ealdspell  







  
  “He who makes a beast out of himself gets  rid of the pain of being a man.” 

Dr. Seuss








  
  PROLOGUE ONE

[image: ]
The Boy and the Wolf


THE BOY CREPT INTO THE night-darkened woods, careful to mask every boot step until he was no longer within earshot of the barracks. Only another five yards or so and he would be in the clear. An owl hooted in a branch above him, and he eyed the bird’s all-seeing gaze while quietly moving past. 
 The pack of food in the boy’s hand jostled against his leg. The scent of sliced roast beef, apple carrot cake, oat bread, and boiled potatoes filled the night air around him. Thankfully, the aroma didn’t alert the patrols. Slipping past those soldiers was always easy. Most spent their shift smoking cigarettes and chatting away the night with their patrol partner. A few even found dark corners to kiss their sweethearts who snuck onto the base at night—exactly what the boy had done during one of his shifts. Well, several shifts. There was no better cure for boredom than the adrenaline rush of clandestine kissing.
 Especially because there was nothing really to guard except one’s own reckless behavior.
 No one had invaded Myrefell in his lifetime. No one had attempted to take the king’s life either.
 Every day was one boring day after another. Endless days filled with drills. Required obedience to one’s uppers. Physical pain for failing expectations of military precision. Assignments to battlefields in Aurelienne soaked with so much blood the trenches gashed the land in a putrefying wound that would never heal. What exactly was there to live for save one’s pursuits of pleasure? If not for fleeting moments of feeling something other than an abyss of apathy and animosity—the only two prided emotions at Myrefell—the boy would drown himself in drink. There was still time for that if the king continued to clip his angry wings. 
 Truly, there was an art form to striding through life in blasé disdain—caring for nothing to the point of despondency while caring so much that every word and thought sank their sharp teeth into one’s carefully formed thick skin.
 He peered over his shoulder, relieved when he could no longer see the barracks. Sneaking away from his platoon was much harder than the patrols. The cots creaked and footsteps, no matter how soft, echoed in the brick building. Even if a fellow soldier saw him leave, they wouldn’t report him to a commanding officer. Or worse, the king—his father.
 The boy had no delusions they kept silent out of any sense of loyalty, though. Tearing down one another for promotion and favor was a daily game at Myrefell. Even if one’s target was a prince. But he made sure he was feared by all the young men while remaining an object of desire to all the young women. The latter being a continual thorn in his father’s side.
 The boy’s free hand curled into a fist and he ground his teeth.
 He would continue to be a thorn too.
 Yesterday, his father had reprimanded him before an assembly with new rules: now that his third-born son was well within his sixteenth year, he was to refrain from dance halls or from speaking to any village girl who wandered onto Myrefell’s military base. 
 Kissing wasn’t speaking, he would point out if caught again. The poor girl was mortified when his commanding officer found them behind the trees while he was on duty. She would recover. He, however, never would.
 His brothers had no such restrictions, not even his younger brother who was despised by his family. They each could do as they pleased with whomever they pleased. But he had been betrothed at the age of four to Maeline Kadelaryn Wyndham, the princess of the western realm of Avenbury.
 To an elf. 
 A creature. 
 All to secure a trade agreement for cotton.
 And to ensure the next King Consort of Avenbury remained a warrior, who would govern their military according to their laws.
 As the third-born, he was expendable. A prince who would never become King of Clifstán. He was destined to either die in his father’s war. Or die from the humiliation of being sold off as the crown’s property to the highest bidder. 
 Betrothals were archaic. Though his father’s method was far more barbaric. 
 Queen Loriette Chalamet of Aurelienne, his mother, was stolen from her birthday celebration in the middle of the night. She was then forced into wedlock with the King of Clifstán as a power move to reclaim a throne that once belonged to his father’s family—the House of Beausoleil. The once revered Realm of Gold’s Sun Kings. Her younger brothers were killed right before her eyes, only her sister spared—to become a back-up should the Queen of Aurelienne disappoint her new husband.
 The king disgusted the boy. 
 Everything about this situation disgusted the boy. 
 An elf. 
 He was to marry an elf.
 An inhuman race his realm loathed. A girl he wouldn’t meet until their wedding day when he was twenty-two and she eighteen.
 Even more infuriating, he was promised to a girl nobody had seen since she was two days old. The princess was hidden away after a faerie attempted to kill her as an honor price to satisfy a marriage law the Queen of Avenbury had willfully broken to marry a Dúnælven warrior in secret instead of wedding the human prince from a neighboring realm that Avenbury’s high council had selected.
 The same high council of elder faeries who had selected him for their princess.
 How could his father ask him to produce heirs with a creature? 
 And hold him to a betrothal when one of the parties was basically missing?
 The boy hated elves. He hated their cousins, the dwarves, even more. Really, he hated all faeries. They were conniving, soulless, self-serving beasts. If he was sold off to the fae like a prized bull for the cotton used in Clifstán’s military uniforms, then he would enjoy as many girls as he wanted. He would keep as many mistresses as he wanted after the wedding too.
 And he wanted her, the village girl he had met in the woods. The girl who made him feel things he had never experienced before, namely happiness. An aliveness he had craved for what felt like most of his life. They easily talked for hours, laughed too. There was something about the whimsical way she spoke that held his heart.
 A small smile softened the edges of his mouth.
 The moon silvered the rustling leaves above his head and lit the well-worn path toward a mock-battle site. But he would continue past the practice trenches toward Lake Hrólfr, the lake of wolves, to an old dock where he was to meet the village girl. Two months ago, she and her family had moved to Clifstán from Aurelienne. A brave move by her family to settle in enemy lands and so close to the fortress, though he had never met them. Or heard others talk about them. Strange, but he was too captivated by her to truly care.
 Four weeks back, while wandering the woods on horseback on patrol to escape the barracks, he saw her and . . . 
 His heart had stopped. 
 Then beat with the sweetest desire, one he hadn’t tasted until that moment.
 She was, undoubtedly, the most beautiful young woman he had ever met. Long golden-brown hair fell to mid-back in gentle waves. Deep green eyes framed in dark lashes. A figure that haunted his dreams. Laughter that made him genuinely smile. A playful mind that disarmed him. An unspoken promise of a future, one where he wasn’t a military prince and she wasn’t his enemy. The simple, happy life she offered him had become an insatiable craving that hollowed out the rot in his chest.
 He was no stranger to girls. But she kept him flirtatiously at arm’s length—a siren’s call to his ego. He enjoyed the hunt, the chase. The building tension. But, unlike most girls, she didn’t throw herself at him for the thrill of being with a prince. Though, she didn’t know he was a prince. Since she was Aurelienne, he kept that part secret. 
 The boy knew he was stupid. He not only stole rationed food from the mess hall this night, but secretly meeting with the enemy was an act of treason. A prince shouldn’t chase after a possible Aurelienne spy. Genius really, to send a woman, if she were indeed a spy. Especially a young woman as unnaturally beautiful as she.
 Still, fool that he was, tonight he would convince her to finally kiss him—
 A low growl rumbled from the brush beside him. The boy stilled; the hairs on his arms stood on end. He slowly backed up a couple of steps, nearly losing his balance when his boot rolled over a loose rock. Normally, he was armed with a rifle, a pistol, and several knives. But weapons were stored in locked closets every night by a squad leader. Wouldn’t want soldiers killing each other under the cloak of darkness and in cold blood to advance one’s career. Ridiculous. They were all going to die in the trenches anyway. 
 Yellow eyes reflected in a shaft of moonlight and locked onto his. The boy’s pulse kicked into a gallop. He needed to run. Grab a stick. Anything other than stand frozen with his mouth agape. Only one monster roamed these woods—Úlfar. Wolves. And if there was one, there were more. The crunching sound of paws on winter-brittled leaves grew louder. And then a large gray wolf emerged from the underbrush. Its lips curled back in a snarl. But those yellow eyes were no longer fixed on him. An object behind the boy held the wolf’s entire bristled attention.
 The boy didn’t move.
 He wasn’t sure if he were still breathing either. 
 What was behind him?
 Perhaps this wolf wanted food.
 Slowly, the boy lifted the pack and opened the tie. But before he could reach in and grab a slice of roast beef, the wolf lay at his feet and rested his head on one of his boots and whimpered.
 Once again, the boy didn’t move. 
 Was the wolf sick? It didn’t seem to be. 
 Animals were attracted to his younger brother who had the Sight. They spoke to him too. The boy blew out a slow breath. Florian was the best thing that ever happened to him. But his little brother was an eternal source of embarrassment for their family with his feminine hobbies. But him? Not once in his sixteen years had an animal, especially a predatory animal, approached him. Nor submitted to him without provocation.
 Well, that was not entirely true. On his twelfth birthday, he encountered a wild Aurelienne horse near the border. All muscle and feral and striking. The black stallion possessed an unfettered spirit he was desperate to know and also contain. A gorgeous horse that seemed made just for him. The guards captured the beast and he had worked every free moment he had with the war horse trainer to break in Loring, the name he gave the stallion. A name that meant “famous in battle” in Clifstánian. Until the girl, Loring was his only source of happiness. 
 Winter skies, to race across open fields on a wild horse was exhilarating. Motorbikes were fun too, but just not the same.
 The wolf lifted its head to peer at him and the boy swallowed thickly. Taming a wolf was probably no different than taming a wild horse.
 “There you are!” the girl’s voice called out from the trees behind where he stood. “I thought you would not come.”
 The wolf jumped to its feet and snarled again.
 “Fayette, ne bouge pas! Il y a un loup,” he replied in Aurelienne—Fayette, don’t move. There’s a wolf. The girl didn’t speak a lick of Clifstánian yet. She also didn’t listen to his instructions.
 “I’m not afraid of a big bad wolf,” she said in that whimsical tone of hers, a humored tilt to her lips. A response directed at him, he realized. Was she teasing him? 
 The wolf’s hackles spiked along its back and its growl deepened. Why did the wolf feel threatened by her but not him?
 A rush of heat moved through the boy, a sudden woozy feeling he couldn’t explain as his muscles tensed. The wolf locked eyes with him as he bared his teeth at the beast. The sound of his own snarling snapped him out of whatever trance he was just in. What was happening? He didn’t remember moving in front of the girl either.
 The wolf backed up and sat, its head down. 
 Fayette giggled while lowering the hood of her cloak. “She thinks you’re her alpha.”
 “Hmm,” the boy murmured, more in anxious thought than in reply. Then he fully looked at the young woman at his side, the hair on his arms rising once more. “Why are you not afraid of wolves?” If there were not a real wolf in their company and he had not snarled in warning, he would twist his words into something flirtatious. But his heart was pounding too hard to think straight. His hands were growing clammy too. 
 The boy’s gaze darted around the woods. Placing one’s entire attention onto a single wolf felt like a trap. Wolves hunted in packs.
 The girl tilted her head. “Why should I fear when she recognizes her place before you, monsieur? Non, she will not attack unless you command her so.”
 “Her place?” The boy derisively laughed then. Fayette had lost her mind.
 She twisted to face him, her green eyes intense in the silvered light. “Oui, boy named ‘split crown.’” 
 The boy sucked in a quiet breath at her unwitting implications. 
 His full name translated to “little wolf of the split crown, the protector.” Though, she didn’t know his first or last name, only his middle—Fentienne. Split crown. 
 “In the Spired Hills,” the girl continued, “there are golden-eyed mortals with no line of separation between man and wolf. Many who still roam the halls of Palais d’Aurélie.” 
 The Golden Palace. He had seen it once during a campaign in the Spired Hills earlier this year.
 “Démons, the locals call them,” she continued. “Beasts.”
 The boy eyed the beast before him, his brows pushing together. Fayette had indeed lost her mind. Maybe. His family had descended from an imperial line in Dreglind—an ancient bloodline of dragon shifters. The dragon blood in his veins, however, was weak at best. He was human, nothing more. The idea of being something other curdled his stomach. 
 Still, perhaps wolf shifters existed once upon a time too. 
 Still, that didn’t explain this situation.
 “Don’t believe me, monsieur?” she taunted with a huff. “Fine. Tell her to shoo.”
 Fayette laid a hand on his arm, smiling when the wolf sprang to her feet and growled. This beast really didn’t like this girl and she really didn’t care. She was a strange one, Fayette. But gods she was beautiful. The kind that made any good sense he possessed fall to his knees before her and beg for mercy. Remembering his real reason for being in the woods, he decided to give her advice a try.
 “Go,” the boy growled back. When the wolf didn’t move, he risked being heard by the patrol and raised his voice, quietly shouting, “Go!”
 The wolf’s yellow eyes landed on him once more and held his intense stare for several erratic heartbeats. Then, to his surprise, the beast dipped her head before reluctantly loping back into the underbrush.
 What the hell?
 “Told you.” The girl leaned her head on his shoulder and quietly laughed. But the boy was too spooked to comment. “Come, Fenti,” she said, using his nickname, and grabbed his hand. “We don’t have all night.”
 No, they certainly did not.
 “Did you bring me food?” she asked as they walked hand-in-hand toward the lake. 
 He eyed the brush along the trail to see if the wolf—or its pack—followed before meeting her waiting gaze. That strange rush of heat was still buzzing around his head. 
 “Oui,” he answered simply. Lifting her hand to his lips, he softly kissed her knuckles. “For you and your family, if you choose to share.” 
 Immigrants from Aurelienne would not have the same access to food as native-born families. They didn’t deserve to eat his realm’s food anyway. Let them starve. Less mouths to worry about in a land torn by war. But she was different. Since the moment he stumbled upon her by the lake a month prior, he couldn’t get her out of his head. Not even kissing other girls satisfied the feverish longings pumping wildly through his heart.
 The frayed, rough spun dress clung to her pleasing curves. An ankle length skirt with a fitted bodice in the peasant style of her homeland, which was distastefully old-fashioned compared to his own. Clifstán was years, perhaps centuries, ahead of Aurelienne—in dress, customs, and technology. They didn’t even have radios or record players and used front loading muskets fitted with bayonets, unlike the bolt action or automatic rifles the boy used. They still used horse drawn carriages too. The boy couldn’t imagine. While he loved horses, he was too enamored with the motorbikes and flying machines of Myrefell. Did the technology of his realm frighten her? 
 She never seemed frightened, though. Not even of wolves.
 His brow furrowed once more.
 Fayette unlaced their fingers and fell back against an oak tree to gaze at him beneath lowered lashes. “How is it you speak perfect Aurelienne, monsieur?”
 “To woo Aurelienne girls, mademoiselle.” He lifted a corner of his mouth in a devilish grin. “Is it working?”
 “Say something romantic and I will let you know.”
 Casually, he dropped the pack of food to the forest floor and stepped toward her. Mesmerized by the way her chest rose and fell with every breath, her porcelain complexion dusted in moonlight, how the breeze danced through strands of her long hair, he placed his hands on the trunk on either side of her face and slowly met her waiting gaze. “Tu es plus belle que les étoiles dans le ciel.” Her breath quietly hitched at his confession—you are more beautiful than the stars in the sky. Satisfied, he leaned in closer and whispered, “Embrasse-moi.”
 “Kiss you?” She turned her head toward her shoulder, more of a flirtatious gesture than demure. “When your beautiful eyes look at me so, it is hard to resist your charms.”
 His eyes . . . a golden amber color courtesy of his mother. Eyes eerily like the wolf’s. 
 The thrumming pulse behind his ribs accelerated once more. Was the wolf still nearby? Others in its pack?
 “Fentienne,” the girl whispered. “Why do you move away?”
 His gaze skimmed through the trees, then he turned his attentions back to her with a lazy smile. “Better to see you with my beautiful eyes from this angle.”
 “If I am to kiss you, though, you must close those golden Aurelienne eyes of yours.”
 “So, my charms are working . . .”
 Fayette giggled. “I have long waited for this moment, monsieur.”
 “Hmm.” He lifted a single brow. “How long? Tell me.” 
 She grinned. “If I kiss you, what will you give me in return?”
 The boy returned his hands to the trunk beside her face and whispered in her ear, “I will perform any pleasure you desire.”
 “And if I want a pleasure owed in the future instead of now?”
 “Yes,” he whispered, leaning back to see her face.
 “Any pleasure?”
 He bit his bottom lip suggestively. “Anything.”
 “Say it, Fentienne,” she whispered back. “I want to hear your promise to me.”
 “I promise, Fayette,” he began, cupping her cheek. “If you kiss me, I will perform any pleasure you desire whenever you so choose in the future.”
 Her smile widened, a strangely wicked look. But it only added to her allure. Skies, she was beautiful in ways he never knew girls could be. He would invade his own realm in her name, if she asked him.
 “Close your eyes, Adalwolf Fentienne Halivaard.”
 He obeyed, too besotted to notice that she had used his full name, one he had never introduced to her. Then her lips were on his and he was dying a thousand deaths at once. This was not a kiss of innocence either. She had clearly kissed other boys before. A moan escaped him with the soft feel of her body against his. Needing her even closer, his hand slid down her back to press every curved inch of her flush to every tortured inch of him—
 A growl punctured the moonstruck stillness around him. Swearing, Adalwolf Fentienne broke away from the kiss and moved to cover Fayette with his body. Blood pumped in a frenzied rhythm through his veins. The gray wolf growled louder and the girl laughed. Adrenaline shot through the boy and his muscles braced for a fight.
 Everything happened quickly. 
 The wolf’s large body barreling into his and knocking him to the ground. 
 The girl’s laughter growing more satisfied. 
 Adalwolf Fentienne grabbed the wolf around the neck and tried to roll the beast off him. But the wolf was quicker. Before the boy could jump to his feet, the wolf had pounced on Fayette. 
 She didn’t even scream.
 Instead, her laugh grew wilder. 
 Light flashed around her body and the wolf flew back, hit a tree, and landed with a whimpering roll. 
 “What in the . . .” The boy’s eyes grew large and his mouth fell open. A misty light fogged around the girl in a swirl of leaves. Adalwolf’s heart lodged in his throat and he stumbled back. “Fayette?”
 The light faded into the night and an elf in a long midnight blue dress stood before him with pointed ears sticking out from her waist-length chestnut hair. Rose colored eyes settled on him and a wicked smile curved her mouth. The wolf remained in a heap on the forest floor, whimpering. The boy darted his gaze around the woods, to every moving shadow and shift of light.
 “Prince,” the elf said in a seductive tone. 
 “Where is Fayette?” he demanded. 
 She laughed. “Men are so easily fooled by a beautiful woman.” 
 Horror tightened the muscles around his ribs. Then pain throbbed in his chest. A heavy ache that stole his breath followed by a hellfire of fury. 
 Fayette—“little girl faerie” in Aurelienne. 
 He was an idiot. How had he not considered the possibility? Though, he knew why. Fayette was a common name in Aurelienne for mortal girls his age, from when it was fashionable to mimic the elves in Gabaston. An easy ploy. And she had tricked him. For a promise owed at her choosing in the future. One that would bring her pleasure.
 Disgust wormed in his gut.
 But hatred . . . 
 Hatred unlike any other burned hot. 
 He was taught to hate the elves and dwarves. But this hate was different. This hate was earned. 
 “I risked accusations of treason for you,” he seethed. 
 She blinked prettily at him. “You believed yourself in love? I am touched.”
 “You’re touched?” Another panging ache ripped through him. “For Fayette, I would have been stripped of my crown, disowned by my family. Perhaps even executed.”
 “You were in love.”
 He dragged in a ragged breath. “Is Fayette even a real girl?”
 “Oui, prince,” the faerie replied in his mother’s tongue and he felt the fury stoke hotter. “Until she died in Gabaston during one of Clifstán’s attacks. The campaign your oldest brother was in, actually.”
 He flinched. 
 “Did you not realize girls like Fayette die in your war?” She tsked. “I made sure she didn’t suffer much in the end.”
 “What is your real name?” the boy asked in a low growl. 
 She smiled a feline grin, her small canines glinting in the silvered light. “Addien, Your Highness.” 
 Her name meant “beautiful” in runic, the Dúnælven faerie language. Of course, it did. 
 “Why me and not my older brothers who could grant you power and wealth?” he asked next. “What do I possibly have to offer you?”
 “Revenge.” She stepped toward him and he stepped back. “Centuries of unrequited love and rejection. A law broken must be paid. And since my queen hid away your betrothed, I have only you to play with. I bided my time while I watched you grow into manhood. You are a beautiful creature, Fenti. I did so enjoy making you fall in love with the enemy. I will still one day seduce you properly and finally make you mine.” The boy fought back the bile creeping up his throat. “Do not look so forlorn, prince.” 
 Adalwolf’s fists clenched at his sides and his eyes narrowed into slits. “You will not address me. In fact, do not even look at me, you disgusting filth of existence.”
 “The next time I see you—”
 “—if you even dare show your face to me again, I will—”
 “What, prince?” She tilted her head in mock curiosity. “What could a mortal man possibly do to a faerie as old and powerful as I?”
 He didn’t have an answer for her. And not having an answer sent a fresh wave of rage to flame through his already white-hot pulse. A muscle jumped along his jaw. She had stolen his hope, his happiness. Not just stolen—poisoned it all. Addien wanted to treat him as though he were a plaything she could toy with and discard? All for her own twisted sense of honor and amusement? Then he could do the same. 
 The boy relaxed his body, his eyes slowly trailing up her body.
 “What I could do?” His gaze flicked to hers. “I find much pleasure in suffering. The suffering of faeries most of all.” This time he stepped toward her, each movement slow and predatory, an arrogant curl to his lips. “I would gladly create reasons for the crown to enslave all fae, not just the dwarves. Oh the things I could do to you as my slave.” He ended with a bitter laugh. “For revenge, naturally. You understand how these things work.”
 “Who honestly loves you, Adalwolf Fentienne?” The pain of her words severed his breaking heart. Nobody loved him, especially now that Fayette was ripped from his life. “For who could love a beast?” The faerie stepped toward him, her movements sensual and equally as predatory. Desire burned in her rose-colored eyes as wavy, dark brown strands fluttered across his face in the breeze. “Marry me instead of the princess. I have always loved your monstrous ways, Fenti.”
 “I would rather die!” he spat. 
 “We could wield so much power together, beastling.”
 “You are the abomination, creature.”
 She laughed, entirely delighted by his fury. “Oh, prince. You have no idea, do you?”
 He stilled and the hair rose on his arms once again. “Leave.”
 “Yes, my love,” she purred. “You owe me a pleasure of my choosing, Adalwolf Fentienne Halivaard. We will see each other again. And when we do, you will be mine.”
 Then the elf disappeared in a glittering fog of mist.
 Holding in the scream scorching his gut, the boy kicked at the dead leaves, then hissed swear word after swear word, his entire body shaking with rage. Not even the silent darkness of the forest soothed his anger. A faerie trick, all of it. Even his swelling feelings for Fayette were manufactured. All his happiness . . .
 He was now beholden to two elves.
 Like hell he was.
 Conniving, soulless, self-serving beasts. Every single one of them.
 The boy faced Myrefell, his chest heaving furiously. The wolf beside him whimpered and his shoulders deflated a notch. He hesitated a few seconds, taking in the surrounding forest once more, then knelt beside the wolf on tremoring legs. 
 “Thank you,” he said through clenched teeth. Besides Loring, animals held little meaning to him. But the wolf had tried to protect him. Why him? It made absolutely no sense. And still no pack arrived. “A lone wolf, are you?” he quietly asked. In many ways, he felt like one too. The only Halivaard prince of four who was promised.
 What had he done to make his father marry him off to an elf?
 Perhaps if he finally earned his father’s favor, the king would dissolve the betrothal contract.
 Unlikely. But the quickly snapping single thread of hope he still possessed wanted to believe there was an escape from this iron cage of misery. Something other than the blasé disdain lacing every breath in his suffocating existence. 
 The wolf whimpered once more, as if sensing his grief, his betrayal. Cautiously, the boy laid a trembling hand on the wolf’s back and stroked her fur. Adalwolf expected the animal to lash out from its pain, all teeth and claws—like the wounded, trapped animal he was—but the beast only shuddered beneath his touch.
 Beast.
 The wolf pushed up to her feet. They studied one another; golden eyes locked in silent communication. Of what? The boy didn’t know. But his carefully contained wildness, the feral anger deep in his chest, the maddening desire to run free felt a serene kinship. After several long heartbeats, the wolf dipped her head, like before, and then loped back into the woods. 
 The boy slowly rose and squared his shoulders. The woods closed in around him. He would leave the bag of food as payment to the wolf. Then he pivoted about face and began marching back toward the barracks, his heart growing more bitter and cruel with each step.
 It would be six war-torn winters before he would see the unnaturally beautiful faerie again. Six long winters before he finally understood how a mortal man could become more beastly than the creatures he loathed.  






  
  Quote 1
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Beauty and the Beast


She [the faerie] added that I [the prince] had only to abandon myself to the delight with which the certainty of becoming the husband of a powerful Fairy would naturally awaken. “Say, Prince,” she said to me, “Do you not consent to give me your hand this moment?”   “No, Madame.”  “Go wretch!” she said to me. “Boast that you have refused my heart and my hand. It is my pleasure that you will remain an object of horror to yourself and to all who behold you.”  My occupation during the war, and the continual presence of my ancient ardorer, had prevented me from informing the Queen of what had occurred.  



I [a good faerie] was about to take the child out of the cradle in order to breathe life into it, but I immediately conceived the idea of taking advantage of this melancholy event and substituted my niece for the dead child. I lost no time in making the exchange.   
 


The merchant’s family consisted of six boys and six girls.   Their house took fire; the account books, the notes, gold, and silver, were enveloped in this fatal conflagration. In short, he suddenly fell into the most abject poverty. The youngest girl, however, displayed greater perseverance and firmness in their common misfortune.   


      [image: ]“La Belle et la Bête” by Madame de Villeneuve, published in The Young American and Marine Tales, 1743







  
  CHAPTER ONE
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Rhoslyn Gautier


RHOSLYN WOVE THROUGH THE CROWD of factory workers along The Row toward the Saints District of Gabaston. Fear rivaled the anger simmering in her pulse. She had paid the priests for her nine-year-old brother’s keep this month. Matthieu should have a roof over his head for at least another two weeks. The courier’s note crumpled in her tightening fists. 
 Where would they live? 
 There were too many people in need of roofs over their heads after the attacks and not enough rooms to rent. Rooms given to mortals first. The only housing she could find on her salary was a tiny room she shared with three other grisettes—seamstresses who worked in the garment factories. A room with two beds. She shared a thin blanket and a single pillow with her dear friend, Amélie. Boys, regardless of age, were not allowed in the apartments. For well over a year, every spare coin went to her brother’s care, where he would have three meals a day and medicine for his lungs. As long as he was cared for, she could survive penniless and hungry. 
 Rhoslyn shoved past the large wood doors into the foundling home for boys, the Underworld’s fire in her belly. A young priest’s gaze snapped to hers then slid to her brother, who sat on a bench by the door, shivering.
 “You owe me for the two weeks room and board Matthieu will not have.” She grabbed the young man’s hand and slammed the courier’s note into his palm.
 “Mademoiselle, you would rob the saints of your tithes?”
 She huffed a bitter laugh. “Rob the saints? Does their benevolent love not care for a sick boy who has done them no wrong?”
 “Rhoslyn Gautier,” a deep voice murmured from the doorway—Mon Père Michel. To the young man he said, “You are dismissed, Acolit.” Deep scarlet silken robes swished along the ground as Mon Père moved toward her, his eyes cold, his smile colder. “You know we do not return tithes, fayette. Matthieu’s bed will go to a boy with no kin. Would you rob an orphan of a home and meal?”
 “A mortal boy with no kin,” she gritted between clenched teeth. “By refusing me the unused funds that would help provide him a new home, you are tossing to the streets a sick boy with a lame leg who did not choose to be born an elf. I paid those tithes in good faith, Mon Père.”
 “Your good faith will bless others and help protect your soul from the Beast of Gabaston.”
 “The temple is collecting tithes for protection?” Her mouth fell open. 
 “The saints be with you, fayette Rhoslyn.” 
 Little girl faerie. How she loathed the infantile term used by mortal men for young unwed elven females. The same men who paid for common pavement nymphs in Factory Row.
 The priest kissed the pads of his pointer and middle fingers, then turned them toward her in benediction. A satisfied smile curled his lips—a wolfish smile—and her heart fell to her sickening gut. Mon Père Michel held her furious gaze a beat longer, then turned and disappeared through the sanctuary’s door in a flourish of silk robes.
 A sob caught in her throat. Angry tears pooled in her narrowed eyes. But she would not cry in front of Matthieu. 
 Drawing in a slow, steady breath, Rhoslyn lowered herself beside her brother on the bench and tenderly moved an unruly lock of blond hair from his eyes. The soft empath magic moving through her grew heavy at the slow, grieving beat of her brother’s pulse. “We will have an adventure this day.”
 “I do not mean to be a burden,” Matthieu replied. The shame edging his voice was a knife to her heart. 
 She wrapped an arm around his frail shoulders and gently pulled his shivering body close to hers. “You are my joy, mon petit caneton.”
 He sighed. “A little duckling can at least swim. I can barely walk.”
 “Then swim, caneton.” She knelt on the ground and gestured for him to climb onto her back. “The air will be your water.”
 Matthieu circled his arms around her neck, his small sack of belongings in his hand—a spare pair of stockings, small chapbook of scriptures, and a wooden game token he had fallen asleep holding the night of the fire. She reached behind her and scooped him up from under his knees. As she stood, her stockings began slipping down her leg. A constant problem since she sold her garter ribbons for half a bread loaf and a dozen coppers a month prior. It was either the ribbons or her hair. And now the temple owned her sacrifice.
 There was no help for it now. 
 “Ready? I must hurry. Madame will ring the bell soon.”
 “Oui,” her brother replied softly. 
 The streets of Saints District still held the stillness of morning. Factory Row, however, was thick with activity. She angled past street vendors already crying out their wares in song and verse. The smell of their foods mixed with the refuse in the streets and Rhoslyn nearly gagged. The hunger gnawing her stomach didn’t help. A few nymphs, both human and elf, in nothing more than corsets and petticoats leaned against a small alley, their faces painted up like the aristocracy. All to service men before the official workday begun, and in unbearably cold weather. But most in the streets were factory workers like her, dashing to various buildings along The Row. 
 She slowed before l'atelier de confection de robes—the dress factory—of Gabaston. 
 “Do you feel safe sitting against the wall while I work?”
 “You worry too much.” Her brother’s breath fluttered flyaway strands by her ear. “I will be fine.”
 “He can sit with me, belle fleur.” 
 Rhoslyn turned toward the beggar man and nearly wept with relief. He was a gentle mortal of older years with a lame leg, an injury during the attacks. One of the reasons her brother struggled to walk too—an old injury from a wolf when age five made worse when Clifstán bombed Gabaston. An attack that also scarred his lungs from the fire that destroyed their family’s home. 
 “Can I, Rosie?” her brother asked. “He can show me how to whittle again.”
 She gingerly lowered her brother, ignoring the discomfort of slouching stockings, and watched as he limped to the wall beside the scraggly dog curled up at his master’s side. Matthieu partially buried his face into the dog’s fur and smiled, a dimpled smile she could never resist. 
 “You are to speak to no one,” Rhoslyn reminded quickly. 
 Matthieu rolled his eyes. “Oui.”
 “Love you to the sky and back, Matthieu Eric.”
 A tiny smile flitted across his lips. “I love you to the bottom of the sea and back, Rosie Mae.”
 She kissed his head and strode toward the door—and stopped. 
 Shouting from the streets drew her eye. A crowd of people were throwing trash and screaming insults at a carriage. People poured out from shops, ran to the commotion, and joined the unrest. Rhoslyn’s gaze shot to where her brother sat. The numbers in the street swelled until the carriage had no choice but to stop.
 “Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité!”
 More joined in and the shouts echoed down The Row.
 “Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité!”
 Liberty. Equality. Fraternity—the cry of commoners all over Gabaston. Perhaps all Aurelienne. 
 The war didn’t destroy Palais d’Aurélie. The invading soldiers never made it as far as the Golden Palace, or to any of the homes in Crowns Quarter. Shops and homes were burned from the cottages in the forests beside East Factory Row all the way to Saints District, like the chapbook printing press Rhoslyn’s family once owned. Even merchants, once part of the bourgeoisie—the middle- and upper middle-class—now lived on the trash-filled streets of The Row.
 Factory Row was still rebuilding after the Cold Winds twenty years ago too. A kingdom-wide apocalyptic event that froze livestock, buildings, and people to dust in a furious blizzard. The former realm to the east, Glenashlen, had dusted and blown away within two days. Every soul perished. Aurelienne lost significant trade income as a result.
 Between the war and the Cold Winds, they were painfully destitute. 
 And still taxes continued to increase. Taxes for weevil-ridden flour. Taxes for living on one side of town and working in the other. Taxes for use of the town square well. Taxes on salt. Even taxes to tend the farms the aristocrats owned. The audacity. Truly. Those with more money than the coffers of Aurelienne could hold taxed their peasants to work their land. Peasants with hungry bellies who slaved to feed men and women growing fat on hubris and privilege. 
 The ruling House of Chalamet cared little for the suffering of common folk. 
 The House of Beausoleil before them too.
 They dined on the finest unspoiled meats, drank aged wine that hadn’t turned to vinegar, wore Merennan silks despite the trend toward Avenbury cottons. Their bread molded, their exotic fruits too, and still they could glutton to discomfort. Non, tucked away in their palace, behind gates made of pure gold, they were spared the lowly shame of considering rotten food found in the gutters as a legitimate meal.
 Matthieu lifted his fist into the air and shouted, “Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité!” before doubling over in a coughing fit. The beggar man rubbed his back and murmured comforts. The pain around the older man’s eyes deepened. His only child, a son, was buried in the Spired Hills somewhere with Clifstánian bullets in his chest. Like so many other men.
 All to defend a throne that ignored their sacrifices and the suffering of those left behind. 
 Rhoslyn studied her little brother with both pride and concern. He was all she had left in this world. 
 The shouts grew more frenzied. Protesters dragged an elegantly dressed man with a powdered wig from the carriage and hauled him down the street. At this hour, he was most likely leaving a brothel where he had stayed the night. Cheers erupted around this end of The Row. The Guard would arrive shortly. But the unrest would stay on the street beside the carriage and not next to the garment factory alley. 
 With one last look at her little brother, she ran across the alley and into the dress factory, hung her grand-mére’s burgundy cloak and grabbed her gray smock right as Madame rang the bell. 
 “Mademoiselle Gautier!”
 Rhoslyn closed her eyes and blew out a slow breath, then turned to face the older woman. “Pardonnez-moi, Madame. There was unrest in the streets.” She lowered into a curtsy and bowed her head. “I hurried as fast as I could.”
 Madame placed a finger beneath Rhoslyn’s chin and lifted her face. “You will remain an hour after your shift and without pay.”
 “Oui, you are generous, Madame.”
 She laughed, a deep raspy, cruel sound. “Next time you will have to ask for Monsieur LeMont’s pardon.” Rhoslyn’s gaze slid to where the disgusting man sat behind a desk—and shuddered. There was only one way he pardoned his grisettes.
 “I understand, Madame.”
 The back of the older woman’s hand cracked against Rhoslyn’s cheek hard enough to jerk her head to the side. “Get to work, grisette.”
 Tears stung the back of Rhoslyn’s eyes and she ground her teeth together. Fury rolled through her pulse, pounding in every heartbeat. Still, she lowered into another curtsy, then marched toward her workstation, her head held high. Fellow grisettes watched her pass beneath lowered lashes. A bruise was forming on her cheek, but she would not give anyone the satisfaction of seeing her cower or in pain.
 However, if Madame attempted to touch her again, or Monsieur LeMont, she would start a riot in this very factory. She would also run into the streets and scream, “Equality! Liberty! Fraternity!” too. Her body may be forced to work prison hours for mere crumbs, but no one owned her. Not the aristocracy, not Factory Row. Not the priests who spoke for the saints. Not men given to their baser natures. Not women who cared not if she starved and slept in the cold, only that she sewed them pretty dresses. 
 The war destroyed her home and family. But not her. She would not be destroyed. 
 “Rosie,” her dear friend Amélie whispered in horror as Rhoslyn lowered onto the bench beside her. The swelling handprint on Rhoslyn’s cheek faced her friend. Amélie frowned, pity in her eyes. Pity Rhoslyn didn’t want to see. “She’s a monster.”
 Rhoslyn picked up the threaded needle and the bundle of muslin left for her to finish.
 Stab. Fight the dulled needle point. Pull the thread. Stab again. Maneuver the dulled needle point through the delicate cotton. Yank the thread. Stab. She sighed. By the end of her now eleven-hour shift, the bruises on her fingertips would rival the one on her cheek. Why couldn’t the saints just let her stab something repeatedly and effortlessly until her anger was properly sated?
 Amélie leaned toward her. “Where is Matthieu?”
 “Across the alley with the beggar man.”
 “Why is he—”
 “Mortal boys who need beds.”
 “Oh, Rosie . . .” 
 Sharp pain pricked Rhoslyn’s thumb. In her fury, she had been too forceful with the dulled needle. A tiny red dot bloomed on her fingertip and she sighed. Thimbles, decorative shoe buckles, and other odd-end metal sundries were confiscated and melted into parts for weapons and other military uses. 
 Perhaps she would tear a piece off her petticoat to wrap around her thumb like other grisettes. But this was her only dress and she had but one pitiful petticoat and no other undergarments. Very few with her starving income could afford the extravagance of underthings. And now she was without simple garter ribbons too. 
 Sans-culottes, the nobles called commoners—those “without silk breeches.” Pointing out the obvious was, apparently, the depth of the aristocracy’s creativity. One would think the education afforded them would produce an insult worthy of making. 
 L’habit ne fait pas le moine. The habit doesn’t make the monk. The suit doesn’t make the man.
 Intelligence, unfortunately, wasn’t as pretty as silk breeches to those frilly ornaments on the throne.
 Rhoslyn quickly wiped the drop of blood onto her factory-issued gray smock, then once more pushed the needle point through the cotton gown in a monotonous motion she could pattern in her sleep. The yardage in her lap was the finest printed muslin she had ever worked with. A pity weaves with such beautiful, evenly spun warps and wefts were subjected to the violence of dull sheers and even duller needles. Or the destiny of clothing an overindulged peacock of the aristocracy.
 Rhoslyn closed her eyes a moment to gather her wits. But it was no use. 
 “Mon Père Michel stole my tithes, Amélie.” Her friend gasped. “I had secured another two weeks of room and board and he took my money to house a mortal boy.”
  Amélie reached for her hand under the table and squeezed Rhoslyn’s fingers. “We can sneak Matthieu into our room until you find a place.”
 “Non, I could not risk you, Josie, and Anette joining me in the streets for breaking the rules.”
 “You cannot sleep in the streets, Rosie.”
 Rhoslyn’s shoulders fell. “I will find an abandoned cottage for the night.”
 “But the démons—” 
 Démons . . . 
 A shudder trembled down her body. Outside of natural wolves, the people of Gabaston feared démons most. These mortal wolf shifters preyed on the wicked, the vulnerable, and virgins to build an army of souls for the Dark Saint of the Underworld. Mamans taught their children to leave tithes at the temple and to pray to the Nine Saints for protection, for black hearted mortals with rotting souls eventually lost their humanity and became possessed by the Dark Saint. Elves, thankfully, could not be turned into prowling démons of the Underworld.
 “There are wolves in the streets too,” Rhoslyn said quietly. “Not all roam on four legs.”
 “Does Matthieu know you will sleep near the démons?”
 Rhoslyn worried a corner of her bottom lip. “I do not wish him to think of his fears all day while I work.”
 Her friend shifted to lean in and whisper, “But your nightmares . . .”
 “They will haunt me,” Rhoslyn murmured. “But more girls have gone missing, Amélie. Several are now nymphs. I would much rather face a démon and help Matthieu face one too than be owned for a male’s quick alley pleasures.” 
 Amélie sighed and nodded her head, making her wild copper curls bounce. It was a fear all orphaned young women knew. 
 “He also said my tithes would protect my soul against the Beast of Gabaston.” 
 Her friend’s gaze whipped up from the unfinished dress in her hand. “Protect an elf’s soul? The temple is as greedy as Palais d’Aurélie.”
 “Oui.” Rhoslyn returned to her work. “How much blood must they spill to satisfy their lust? I am so angry I could set the Underworld’s fires on Saints District.” Under her breath, she murmured, “Maybe Saint Cernunnos would accept my fae soul for his dark army then.”
 A couple of beats later Amélie squeezed Rhoslyn’s hand again and said, “I have a gift for you, mon petit chou-fleur.”
 The tiniest of smiles teased Rhoslyn’s lips at her friend’s endearment—my little cauliflower. “A gift?”
 The shrill voice of Madame drowned out the factory noise, and Amélie winced. For the third day in a row, the older woman chastised the females who were responsible for cutting out various dress pieces from tattered patterns.
 “She screeches like an owl,” Rhoslyn whispered with a roll of her eyes. “Poor owls. I am embarrassed on their behalf.”
 Amélie bit back a laugh, lowering her head while slipping a hand into her apron pocket. Dusky light from a window glinted off her red hair. Rhoslyn was endlessly jealous of her friend’s beautifully romantic auburn hair. 
 The clop of Madame’s shoes echoed through the building.
 When the sound faded, her friend gently elbowed Rhoslyn, then placed butcher’s twine into her hand. “Silk garter ribbons for you, milady.”
 Rhoslyn’s mouth parted and warmth spread across her chest. “Where did you find these?”
 “The alley behind the butcher’s shop. I scrubbed the twine yesterday.”
 Tears sprang to her eyes and the first genuine smile stretched across her face this day. 
 Amélie casually peered over Rhoslyn’s shoulder. “Her back is to us on the other side of the factory.”
 With a grin, Rhoslyn pushed her skirt up one leg past her thigh and readjusted her stocking. The first string secured with a perfect fit. Lowering her skirt on one leg, she lifted her dress up the other leg and tied the twine around her thigh. 
 Her friend’s lips twitched. “A proper aristocratic lady now.” 
 “No need to be scandalized, monsieur silk breeches,” Rhoslyn said with a flutter of her hand and Amélie quietly snorted.
 A grisette across from them warned with her eyes to appear busy, how they communicated to one another if the screech owl was nearby.
 The swelling handprint on Rhoslyn’s cheek smarted anew. Pushing the needle through the half-finished dress in her hands, Rhoslyn sobered and concentrated on her work.



THE DAY WAS QUICKLY FALLING into night. Rhoslyn looked up from her work only long enough to peer out the window and to glance at the candle on the table. One and one-half candlemarks remained before she could leave. Her fingers were cramping, her back ached. And she still needed to find a safe place to sleep. The cottages on the outskirts of the forest were more rubble than anything else. But with no doors and fallen walls, too many feared the wolves to claim a building for long. And for good reaso—
 A male voice quietly spoke her name. A voice with a strange accent similar to the language of the saints—a blend of Dúnælven and Aurelienne. 
 Rhoslyn’s head snapped up from the dress in her hands. Two elves in battle leathers stood beside her workstation. One with twin swords strapped to his back, his armor as black as the long hair pulled up into a knotted ponytail, and a raven perched on his shoulder. His violet-hued eyes remained still as she took him in. Divine Mother, he was beautiful. A terrifying type of beauty that stole her breath. For a flicker of candlelight, she nearly forgot all reason. The other elf, one with disheveled ear-length white hair and startling blue eyes, shifted on his feet as he studied her face, a muscle working along his jaw. Her brows pinched together. Hair and eye colorings aside, the white-haired elf looked eerily similar to her in many ways—and her heart stopped.
 Why would Dúnælven elves seek her out, let alone know her name? Her gaze frantically darted around the factory. Madame busied with organizing swaths of fabric in the far corner. Monsieur LeMont scratched a quill across paper. Six other grisettes who were required to stay an extra hour like her busied with their work. Yet not a single person looked their way. 
 “The mortals are rune whispered for a candlemark,” the black-haired elf said. “They do not see or hear us. Your employer believes she has sent you home.”
 She jumped to her feet and backed away from the elves. “Where is my brother?”
 “He is safe with the mortal by the street,” the same elf answered. The raven on his shoulder cocked its head; its two beady black eyes pinned on her.
 The blood was quickly draining from her head. 
 “Peace, child of thorns.” The black-haired elf stepped toward her. “For well over a year we have been searching for you and feared you perished with your family.”
 “What is your business with me?” Her voice began to shake. “I cannot settle any debts my father may owe—”
 “I am Gedlen Fate Maker.”
 Rhoslyn sucked in a sharp breath. 
 The legendary warrior prince stood before her. The one all the storytellers revered for making the kings and queens of Ealdspell rise and fall. She gripped the edge of the table. Her lungs were gasping for air. Why would he wish to speak to her? A merchant’s daughter without a home? Who couldn’t even afford a loaf of bread? 
 The white-haired elf’s throat bobbed, his eyes nervously meeting hers. Yet, despite the open concern, his gaze was soft—how she imagined she looked at her brother—until the elf spotted the bruise on her cheek. Then he stiffened, placed a hand on his sword, and turned to watch Monsieur LeMont, that muscle along the elf’s jaw moving furiously. 
 Gedlen took another step toward her and Rhoslyn lifted a hand. “No closer, milord.”
 The white-haired elf eyed the bruise on her cheek once more. “Little thorn—”
 “Who are you?” Rhoslyn demanded. Little thorn?
 “Dalbréath Kadelaryn, second-in-command of the Dúnælven military.” The white-haired elf’s voice crackled with barely restrained anger despite the warm, protective way he looked at her. “And your—” He abruptly stopped when Gedlen faintly nodded his head. The heat in Dalbréath’s blue eyes intensified as his voice lowered into a near growl. “Who harmed you?” 
  “It is done.” Rhoslyn fluttered her hand in a dismissive gesture. “I cannot seek revenge for every person who harms me or wishes to. There would be no one left in
 Changeling child of thorns . . . 
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