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      Every child knows not to step into the fairy circles that appear on the outskirts of the village at the forest’s edge, or in the fields where the cows and sheep are taken in. The more daring children like to test the limits, stepping up to the very edge of the circles, tapping at a mushroom or flower with their toe before rushing back to the giggling bunch of young ones behind them. The more cautious children watch their braver friends with wide eyes and baited breaths. They dare not even step near the strange circles that interrupt the endless fields of green that surround most of the village. These children do not even look at the circles that appear near the forest edge. One child, however, neither avoided nor tiptoed around the edge of a circle of flowers that had appeared that morning. One sunny day, she skipped directly into the circle, ignoring her friends’ wide eyes and half-strangled cries of disbelief and warning.

      Ayne, sister of Croenin, stepped into the circle, looking back at her friends and brother with an almost knowing smirk, and twirled in the center of the yellow and white flowers, as if dancing to music no one could hear. For a moment that seemed like an eternity, Croenin and their friends watched, waiting for his sister to disappear, to be taken as the stories told. He waited for the flash, or perhaps puff of smoke, or even for them to appear and grab her by the arms and take her into the Unknown. Yet, none of this happened. Ayne smiled brightly and skipped back to where her friends waited, faces pale and a few silently crying in fear.

      Croenin did not leave his sister’s side for the rest of that afternoon, still waiting for her to be taken. She had, after all, done the unthinkable, breaking the boundary his parents had warned him about just as their parents had done for them. Even fools and drunks knew not to step into the circles that appeared overnight. While the Sidhe had been banished from the realm, their kingdoms ransacked and burned, some still lurked, continuing to fight a losing battle spanning centuries, to steal away those unaware of their trickery. What happened to those taken, no one could say, but it was assumed they were tortured for information on the human world or used as playthings before being discarded by their capricious captors.

      Much to his sister’s dismay, Croenin told their mother what his sister had done as soon as they entered their cottage that night. He knew something was wrong when his mother did not yell, as she had yelled at him many times for his various mischiefs. He looked back and forth between his mother’s pale face and Ayne’s disinterested one, waiting for something to happen. Instead, his mother quietly told him to never speak of the incident again and went back to stirring the large pot over the fireplace that held their dinner. Ayne began to busy herself around the small cottage, picking up bits and pieces left over from their mother’s sewing and the small wooden toys their father had carved for them. Soon, she and Croenin moved to the dinner table, waiting for their father to arrive home so that they could eat. His mother put them to bed as she always did, and bade them goodnight before returning to the bed she shared with their father. Much to Croenin’s confusion, that evening was much like every other evening, the only difference being the stern looks his mother gave him to ensure he said nothing about Ayne’s disobedience.

      Then, it happened. Croenin felt someone shaking him awake, and was shocked to see through the small window in the room he shared with Ayne that the moon was high in the sky. Panicked, his gaze followed the hand that had grasped him up along a pale, doughy arm to find his mother’s face staring down at him grimly.

      “Get up,” she whispered, “and do not say a word.” She beckoned for Croenin to follow her, and he did, glancing back at Ayne’s sleeping form before leaving the room. He followed his mother’s squat, cloaked form out of the cottage silently, bare feet making no noise on the dirt floor. He shivered slightly as they walked along the main path of the village, past sleeping homes and drowsing animals made visible by the bright moonlight. They passed the old well in the village center, its pulley creaking slightly in the night breeze, lending an eerie character to this evening walk. Croenin stopped for a second to run a hand along its cold stones, trying to ground himself in a moment that felt like a dream. He continued to follow his mother as she headed toward a dead end, walking toward a section of the stone wall that surrounded the village. He watched as she hiked up her long skirts and slid quietly over the wall, as he struggled to do the same. Suddenly, he felt her strong hands grab his own, and she pulled him over the other side.

      They walked toward the forest, and Croenin’s fear grew. Wolves lurked behind the towering trees, and he could almost feel them watching, waiting for the perfect moment to pounce and devour him. If he strained, he could hear them howling in the distance. Yet, his mother continued on as if there were no danger, padding softly into the trees, back held straight and head erect. Despite her worn clothes, she looked almost regal as she slowly made her way to an unknown location. Her grey eyes and pale round face reminded Croenin of the story his father had told him of the Lunar Queen who would appear in random villages every full moon, descending from the skies to sing a song so beautiful that all who were awake cried at the sound. His father always called their mother his Lunar Queen, yet Croenin had never heard her sing, not even a lullaby.

      Croenin, having stopped in fear at the forest’s edge, scampered to keep up with her, knowing it was better to follow than be left alone on the other side of the wall at night. He did not know how long they walked, until they came to a small clearing where the moon shone through the trees, illuminating the forest floor. His mother stopped at the edge of the clearing and took him by the arm, kneeling down so they would be eye to eye.

      “Now, my darling,” she said, her large grey eyes meeting his blue, “I need for you to trust me. Do you trust me?”

      Croenin nodded, swallowing thickly. He glanced away from her eyes and into the clearing, his heart almost stopping when he saw the circle of white mushrooms contrasting sharply with the dark brown of the forest floor. He began to shake and could feel tears forming at the corners of his eyes. He knew what his mother wanted him to do, but he was not his sister. He was not daring or brave. He was a coward. Everyone knew this. Even though Croenin was older, his sister protected him much more than he did her, fighting those who dared make fun of his fearfulness to his face. The only thing he could do was shake and cry.

      As if she knew what his racing thoughts were telling him, his mother hugged him tightly, whispering to him that he had nothing to worry about and asking him to be brave for her before gently pushing him toward the circle. Croenin looked back at his mother, and she nodded encouragingly. Croenin took a few steps toward the circle before running back to his mother and burying his head in her shoulder, gripping her dress tightly and begging her not to make him walk into the circle. He raised his tear-stained face to look at hers and was shocked and frightened to see the grim expression that greeted him. His mother stood, gathering him in her arms, and began walking toward the circle.

      Croenin squirmed and tried to wriggle free, but his mother’s grip was too strong. He screamed and begged her to release him, but her face remained a stony mask, her eyes fixed on the white caps of the mushrooms at the center of the clearing. She stopped at the edge, staring into the center of the circle before all but tossing him into it.  Croenin, frozen in terror, could do nothing but lie in a heap and stare at his mother’s feet. He shook, staring at those bare feet, browned with sun and dirt, gasping for air as he waited to be taken away by the Sidhe. But, just as his sister emerged from the fairy ring unscathed, so did he.

      “Get up.” his mother’s voice sounded as if it was coming from far away. She was staring at him, face expressionless, grey eyes shining almost silver in the moonlight, as Croenin lay gasping for air. “I said get up.”

      As if a spell over him had been broken, Croenin was finally able to move. He sprang to his feet, rushing toward his mother, but instead of embracing him as he hoped, she turned sharply and began walking out of the forest. Dumbfounded, he followed her, rushing to catch up with her brisk steps. He wanted to ask what had happened, why nothing came to take him away, how she knew where a fairy circle would be, why she wouldn’t look at him, but he knew that now was not the time. His mother had seemed a serene queen walking to greet her subjects as they entered the forest. Now, she seemed a hardened old woman staring death in the face.

      They made their way back into the cottage as silently as they left it, Croenin returning to his bed and his mother to hers. She still did not speak to him. She did not even look at him. He knew something important had just happened, but he knew it was not his place to ask what. He slipped back into bed, glancing at his sister sleeping peacefully, blissfully unaware that something was very wrong. He lay on his back, thoughts racing as he tried to make sense of such a strange day. Yet, despite his anxiety, exhaustion took over, and he fell into a deep sleep.

      The next morning, he jolted awake, sitting up abruptly just as his mother entered the room.

      “I was just about to wake you,” she said, smiling. “You seemed absolutely exhausted so I let you sleep in.” She came in slowly, holding a bowl of porridge, and walked over to her son, running a hand over his sleep ruffled hair. She seemed so different than the silent, severe figure that had thrown him in the fairy circle the night before. She placed the bowl on his lap and continued running her fingers through his hair before giving him a light kiss on the forehead and walking to the door. She turned and smiled softly. “When you finish eating, I have an errand for you and your sister,” She said before leaving the room.

      Croenin gobbled down the porridge, not realizing how hungry he was until he took the first bite. He leapt out of bed once finished and threw on a pair of trousers and a long-sleeved shirt, not bothering to tame his unruly blonde curls, before rushing to find his mother. She was in the garden behind their cottage, tending to her herbs when she heard him approach.

      “Ah, you’ve finished so quickly,” She stood, brushing dirt from her long skirt, and took him by the hand, leading him back into the cottage where his sister was just entering from the front, holding a basket of eggs.

      “These are from Lirac’s daughter-in-law,” she mumbled, placing the basket on the table. Croenin frowned. She seemed a bit out of it, grey eyes unfocused and brow furrowed as she brushed a silvery curl from her forehead.

      “Thank you, Ayne,” their mother said, seeming not to notice her daughter’s strange behavior. She waited until Ayne drew closer to continue speaking. “Now, I need both of you to take something to Old Haega for me.” She drew a small bundle from the pocket of her skirts. “She’s been asking me to give her some cuttings from my herbs for some time, and I just kept forgetting. Can you do this for me?” Croenin let out a breath he had not realized he was holding before nodding. His mother’s strange behavior the night before had made him worry the errand would be something strange and terrifying.

      While eccentric, Old Haega was not the least bit frightening. Never married, the old woman lived on the other side of the village in a hut a bit smaller than the others, but cozy all the same. She was always tending to sick children, serving as a midwife at births, and dispensing knowledge as her mother had before her. While other villages might have burned her as a witch long ago, Croenin’s village knew it could not survive without her. Old Haega served as doctor, historian, and almanac for all who lived there, and there was not a child alive at that time who had not been brought into the world with the help of her old, gnarled hands.

      Croenin and Ayne loved visiting her, just as many of the other children did, because Old Haega always had something sweet to give the children who passed by her cottage. She also told them stories of how the world was when her grandmother was a young girl, when the Sidhe ran wild and man lived in fear, long before the Age of Oryn. The two siblings raced along the main path of the village, Ayne babbling about what sweets Old Haega would give them while Croenin hung back a bit, fingering the bundle of herbs and wondering if he should tell the old woman about what his mother had done to him the night before. She knew everything there was to know, and would probably be able to tell him why his mother was acting so strangely.

      They arrived quickly at the small, lopsided cottage, and before Ayne could knock, the door opened. Expecting to see Old Haega smiling on the other side, Croenin and Ayne rushed in, only to be greeted with near darkness and two figures standing on the far side of the cottage. The door slammed shut behind them, causing Croenin and Ayne to jump. Almost simultaneously, the fireplace behind the figures roared to life, and the two siblings stared in confusion at the two women before them.

      Old Haega and their mother stood side by side, faces severe. Old Haega’s unruly grey hair had been pulled up into a severe bun that made her small black eyes seem even harsher. Their mother looked much as she had when they left the house, long blonde hair, the same golden blonde as Croenin’s, in a single braid that fell to her waist. Yet, that same grim expression Croenin had seen on her face the night before marked her round face, making her seem almost like a stranger.

      Upon seeing the children’s terrified faces, Old Haega’s expression softened, and she beckoned them closer. When Ayne and Croenin remained standing in front of the cottage door, she began to walk toward them, her old body still erect and strong. In only a few strides she was across the room, and she took each by the hand and led them to where their mother was standing in front of the fire. Old Haega motioned for them to sit, and they did, cheeks growing rosy from the heat of the fireplace behind them.  Ayne played with a strand of her silvery, blonde curls, looking back and forth between their mother and Old Haega, while Croenin sat as if he were frozen in ice.

      Neither of the women spoke for a few seconds, exchanging tense looks as if urging the other to speak or move. It was their mother who moved first, sighing deeply and looking at her children with tears welling in her eyes. She knelt down in front of them, grabbing them tightly in her arms. The children were confused, and Croenin looked to Old Haega for any hint of what was happening. The old woman merely stared, her face set in that severe look that had greeted him and his sister when they arrived at the cottage. Croenin tried to crane his neck to look at Ayne, but his mother’s head was in the way. He watched Old Haega walk over to his mother and place a hand on her shoulder.

      “It is time,” he heard Old Haega say, and his mother stood, letting go of her children. She walked briskly toward the door before glancing back tearfully at Ayne and Croenin. Unable to help herself, their mother rushed back to them, gathering them into her arms before breaking down into sobs.

      “I can’t,” she wailed. “I can’t let them go!” She gripped her children tighter, and Ayne and Croenin struggled to breathe, head squashed against his mother’s chest. Ayne began squirming in her arms, struggling to get away in panic and demanding to know what was happening. Croenin started crying along with his mother, confused and terrified. Old Haega watched the scene before her, hating what she had to do, and decided to let the family have a few more minutes. She walked over to them, running a hand over Ayne’s and Croenin’s hair and offering her a comforting smile. She drew back slightly, placing both hands on their mother’s shoulders, gently pulling her to a standing position. The children remained seated on the floor near the fireplace, staring up at the two women in fear.

      “You must go,” they heard Old Haega quietly tell their mother, and Croenin and his sister watched as the women walked to the door, Old Haega embracing their mother before gently pushing her out of the door. They could hear their mother’s muffled sobs fading as she walked back to their own cottage.

      The old woman turned back to face the children with a small smile, walking to take a thick, leather-bound book from the shelf near the fireplace before sitting in the chair to their right. Croenin began to whimper, but Ayne stared silently and resolutely at the woman who until now had been a trusted figure in their lives. Old Haega took her time, opening the heavy cover of the book, licking a gnarled finger, and slowly flipping one page at a time. Croenin looked back and forth between his sister’s blank face and the old woman’s unreadable one, tears still sitting at the corners of his eyes. Ayne followed the flipping motion of the pages with her large grey eyes, as if trying to decipher what the book could hold. Neither she nor her brother were literate, yet, as Croenin looked at her, she seemed to change. Her eyes, though remaining grey, took on the same knowing glint as Old Haega’s. She stood slowly, walking over to the fireplace and placing her hands near the flames, never letting her eyes leave the mysterious old book.

      “What are you looking for?” she asked as if this were any other visit to Old Haega’s cottage. Croenin couldn’t believe his sister’s nonchalance. She seemed to have forgotten their mother’s breakdown only a few moments before as she warmed her hands and stared at the old woman. The small girl shook her wild, silver curls before repeating her question. At that point Old Haega looked up, smiling grimly.

      “I am sure you already know, my young one,” the old woman responded, continuing to flip the pages of the book.

      Ayne merely nodded, as if taking in some unspoken knowledge. She walked back and gracefully dropped down to sit by her brother’s side, reaching out a hand for him to hold. Croenin grasped his sister’s hand tightly, holding onto it as if it were his last hope. There was something important happening that both Ayne and Old Haega seemed to know and he didn’t, and that worried him. He wondered if it had to do with the fairy rings. Perhaps the Sidhe did not immediately take those who stepped into the mysterious circles. Perhaps they were taken later, scooped up in the dead of night so no one would see them. Perhaps Old Haega would be the one to hand them over.

      “Croenin,” Old Haega’s smooth voice broke him out of his thoughts, “would you fetch me the little bundle on the table?”

      Croenin looked at the sturdy wooden table behind Old Haega’s chair, on which sat the bundle he had been carrying so dutifully. He had dropped it when the door to the cottage closed behind him.

      “I’ll get it,” Ayne said, standing and dropping her brother’s hand. She began to walk slowly toward the table, but Old Haega put out her hand to stop the girl, grasping her small arm tightly.

      “No,” she said firmly, “I told your brother to get it.”

      Ayne nodded slowly and returned to the floor beside Croenin, who stared at his sister and the old woman in front of him, her hard, black eyes refusing to take no for an answer. Slowly, he stood, and began to walk over to the table. He reached for the small bundle, glancing back at Ayne and Old Haega when everything flashed white.

      Croenin startled awake, panting and staring wide-eyed into the morning light. He tugged at his nightshirt, now damp with sweat and stumbled out of bed, wiping the sleep from his eyes. He plodded groggily into the larger room of the cottage he shared with his mother and father, dropping himself in the old wooden rocker by the fireplace.

      “Oh no you don’t!” His mother’s voice came from across the room, startling him. “Your father has been waiting for you for far too long!” She said, glowering at her son and moving closer, wagging her finger at him. She yanked him up by his hair and started shoving him toward the door. When he was halfway outside, his stomach growled loudly, and she smirked at him. “If you wanted breakfast you should have woken earlier. Perhaps that will teach you,” she mocked him, one final shove causing him to fall into the path in front of their cottage.

      Croenin watched the door slam forcefully, grimacing as he brushed himself off and stood. If his mother’s anger was anything to go by, his father’s would be much worse. Neither of his parents ever showed him much love. When Croenin was younger, he would stare in envy at children kissed and petted by their mothers, his own only touching him to shove him out of bed or out of their cottage, or to grip and twist his arm for misbehaving. In some ways he preferred his mother’s abuse to his father’s. He could take her jabs at his character, withholding meals, and the occasional shoves and slaps. His father’s anger was explosive, and the large, hulking man would often throw things at him or box his ears, swearing loudly about being cursed with such a feeble-minded and lazy son. He fingered the scar on his palm, a burn from when he was a baby, or so his mother had told him when he asked as a child, and hurried to the blacksmith’s lodge just off the main square of their village.

      His father didn’t even look up as Croenin entered, but he could see the deep frown on his father’s face as he hammered at a flattening sheet of oryn, the black and grey marbled metal that allowed man to drive the Sidhe into the Unknown, that he was not pleased. His father grunted and pointed toward the fire, which was starting to flicker out. Croenin hurriedly grabbed wood from the corner and began to build the fire back up. Just as he began to stand and survey his work, he was knocked sideways by something hard and solid. He looked up shakily to see his father standing over him, panting.

      “Did I not tell you I would need you in the morning?” His father demanded. Croenin nodded weakly as his father bellowed. “It is damn near midday!” He grabbed Croenin by the ear and dragged him to a standing position. “Now, I told Raena that I would have her husband’s old shield back to her by the time the sun was high in the sky, and that time is now!” He grabbed a long, flat object wrapped in cloth from the back table and thrust it into Croenin’s arms, almost knocking him over once more. Though the young man was nearly as tall as his father, he was rather slight and easily shoved about, having only recently grown into his adult height.  Croenin grasped the shield tightly and hurried out of the smith’s lodge before his father could shove him once more.

      He hurried across the village square, carrying the shield under one arm. Though Croenin was slight, he was abnormally strong, something the more aggressive boys in the village learned early on. Back when they actually came near me, Croenin thought to himself. He couldn’t remember when it started, but everyone in the village seemed to give him a wide berth, refusing to look him in the eye or muttering to each other when he passed. He had asked his mother about this one day, and she merely looked at him gravely before leaving their cottage for Old Haega’s. It was odd, Croenin thought, that his mother’s best friend was an ancient, eccentric woman who lived slightly apart from everyone else, but he dared not question her and risk her anger further.

      Croenin arrived to Raena’s cottage quickly, and knocked sharply three times. The little old woman opened the door slowly, smiling at Croenin. It was then he realized that she was, what many called, Sidhe-touched, starting to lose her memory and sensibilities in her older years.

      “You’re Credus’s son, aren’t you lad?” she asked quietly, still smiling softly at him. She beckoned for him to enter, and he couldn’t bring himself to disobey. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had shown him a kindness. “What have you got there?”

      “I’ve brought your husband’s shield,” Croenin mumbled, letting himself be led in front of the fire. “My father just finished repairing it this morning. It looks just like it did before he left for the war,” he lied, gently leaning the oblong cloth bundle on the side of the fireplace.

      “Do you want some tea?” Raena asked as if she hadn’t heard him, bustling to grab a kettle from a lopsided wooden cabinet. She filled it from a pitcher of water on a rickety table pushed against a wall. As Croenin looked around he realized how cluttered the small cottage was with knick knacks and random items. Half-finished knitting projects and a basket of yarn littered the right hand corner of the cottage, while small whittled toys sat in a row atop the mantle. Scraps of cloth and the beginning of a quilt lay haphazardly over a wooden chair, on top of which sat a man’s belt and a woman’s slipper. A large black and white cat lounged in a bowl sitting atop a stack of books. Croenin frowned, Old Haega was the only person he knew who kept books. The majority of the village couldn’t read, having no need to.

      “I remember when you were this high.” Raena startled him out of his thoughts, stooping gesturing at the level of her knee. “Your mother used to carry you with her everywhere. She used to tell me how you refused to leave her skirts.” She chuckled and busied herself with honey and two chipped mugs.

      Croenin blushed, and then was confused. He couldn’t ever remember his mother holding him or showing him any sort of affection for that matter. Though, perhaps she had been affectionate at one point. His early childhood was rather hazy, and he couldn’t remember much of it. He would always get a throbbing headache when he tried to think back too far in his life, though sometimes he would get odd flashes, images of a forest in the moonlight or a circle of flowers. He was thinking of this when Raena gently placed the teacup in his hands, bustling back to grab her own cup.

      “I do have a favor to ask of you young one,” she said, slowly letting herself down onto the empty wooden chair on the other side of the rickety table. She noticed Croenin’s worried face and hurriedly told him that it wouldn’t take long. “I’ll pay you as well,” she exclaimed, jumping up surprisingly fast for a woman of her age and taking a small oryn key from the small, white bun that sat at the nape of her neck. She walked over to the lopsided cabinet and took out a small, wooden box, carefully inserting the key into the lock. From where he was sitting, Croenin couldn’t see all that the box contained and could only watch as she removed a worn piece of paper. He frowned as she smiled at the scribbles on the sheet, folding it into a smaller square and placing it into a leather pouch on a cord. Raena closed the box, taking care to lock it once more, and return it to the cabinet. She walked back to Croenin and placed the leather pouch around his neck.

      “There,” she said, patting the pouch. “Both payment and favor in one.”

      Croenin frowned, standing and placing the teacup on the mantle next to a wooden horse missing a leg. Before he could ask what she meant, Raena grasped his hands in her rough, surprisingly large ones, and told him to bring the pouch to his grandmother.

      “I have no grandmother,” he said, frown deepening. “At least none my mother ever mentioned to me.”

      At that, Raena laughed. “No grandmother? Has Old Haega disowned you, lad?”

      “Old Haega?” His mother’s friend couldn’t be her mother. Grandmothers lived with their children, helping to tend grandchildren. Raena was an exception, her own husband and children were long dead, killed long before Croenin was born.

      “Yes, Old Haega. Are you daft, lad?” She pulled him toward the door. “She told me when I was a child to give this to the boy with the golden hair. I did not know I had to wait so long, but I am glad I am alive for this.” With that she gently pushed Croenin out the door, giving him a smile before she gently closed it behind him. He shook his head wonderingly and decided to take a look at the paper, starting to slowly walk in the direction of Old Haega’s. He, of course, couldn’t read the squiggles on the old paper, and quickly put it back in the pouch. He was sure he was being sent on a fool’s errand by Raena, sure the Sidhe-touched old woman had invented the story in her head. After all, she was young much too long before he was born to know to give him an old slip of paper. Regardless, he would bring it to Old Haega. Perhaps the woman would keep a watch on Raena lest she grow too addled to care for herself.

      As he neared Old Haega’s cottage, Croenin felt a strong sense of deja-vu. As far as he knew, he had never been inside Old Haega’s. Other children were allowed to visit the old woman, who would always hand out sweets she made from the honey of his mother’s hives, but he was never allowed to go near the old lopsided cottage. He would merely be a nuisance, his mother always told him. Croenin couldn’t shake the anxiety that began to rise from the bottom of his stomach as he neared the cottage, telling himself he was being childish. He was, after all, performing a favor. Perhaps it was not the favor Raena had in mind, but he knew it was better that someone know how quickly her mind was deteriorating.

      Croenin’s heart nearly stopped as he neared the cottage. He saw his mother embracing Old Haega in front of its large wooden door, and he looked around panicked, trying to find a place to hide himself. If his mother saw him not at the smith’s lodge, he knew there would be hell to pay. He was already risking his father’s fury by being gone for so long. He ducked and moved off to press himself against the side of a nearby tree, holding his breath and waiting for his mother to pass. When he was sure that he was safe, he slid out from behind the tree, only to come face to face with his mother’s angry, red face looking up at him.

      “I knew it,” she hissed, “trying to get out of working. Do you know how hard your father works, day in and day out, slaving away in the smith’s lodge so that we remain safe and—” she stopped, squinting at the pouch around his neck. “What,” she paused, eyes widening, “is that?”

      Croenin began to stammer, slowly telling his mother what Raena told him, glancing every now and then in the direction of Old Haega’s cottage. His mother grabbed his arm, gripping it tightly as he squirmed in pain, and all but dragged him to where she and Old Haega had been standing a few minutes before. She banged on the door, still gripping her son’s arm and ignoring his attempts to pull away. Croenin may have been abnormally strong, but his mother, scarily, was stronger. Old Haega opened the door quickly, wide eyed at the aggressive thumping she heard.

      “What did you do?” His mother’s demand startled both Croenin and Old Haega, who stared at her in awe. No one had dared speak to the old woman like that in decades, as, while she was not the village leader, she commanded just as much respect. Old Haega recovered from her shock before Croenin, and drew herself up to her full, rather imposing height.

      “I know not what you mean,” she replied, her dark eyes flashing as she stared her daughter down. She shocked them both by grabbing Croenin and yanking him into the cottage behind her. She slammed the door in his mother’s face.  They heard her yelling and banging for a short time longer before she gave up, knowing her mother would not give in to her anger. By the time she had gone quiet, Old Haega had sat Croenin down in a large chair by her own fireplace, and Croenin couldn’t shake off the feeling that he had been through this before.

      “She refused to let you come here for so long,” Old Haega said quietly, startling Croenin out of his thoughts. “Poor thing didn’t even know why she felt so strongly about not letting you come here. I think some part of her knew what you returning here would bring.” She brought a chair from her kitchen table and sat across from her grandson. “Take it off and show me.” She held out her hand, and Croenin sat dumbfounded for few moments before scrambling to remove the small, leather pouch from around his neck. He handed it to her, slowly, knowing by the way she looked at it with an intensity burning in her beady black eyes, that it held something incredibly important.

      Old Haega held the pouch in her hands gingerly, opening the pouch slowly and removing the small square of folded, yellowed paper. She began to unfold it, and Croenin found himself holding his breath as she did. He hoped she would read it aloud, but, as she stared at the etchings on the paper, she did not. She simply folded the paper and replaced it in the pouch, holding it out for him to replace around his neck. He took the pouch from her, carefully slipping the pouch back over his head. He watched as Old Haega slowly stood, moving over to a bookshelf, and the feeling he had earlier returned even stronger. He had lived this before.

      Before he could say anything, she returned to the chair in front of him, holding a thick, leather-bound book on her lap. At that moment Croenin had a flashback to himself sitting on the floor between them. His memory was fuzzy, but he could remember Old Haega slowly flipping pages of that same book as he cried. He felt the fear he felt then, saw his mother gripping him and sobbing. He saw Old Haega pushing her out the door and a small bundle of cloth on the table that sat behind him now. Suddenly, he remembered her.

      Clearer than any of his childhood memories, the memory of his sister rushed back. He saw her, sitting next to him on the floor, her wide grey eyes and silvery hair, the heart shaped face that leaned so close to his own round face trying to offer comfort. Her pale skin, so much like their mother’s, contrasted sharply with his darker skin, so like their father’s swarthy complexion. He remembered further back, her tinkling laugh, the way she skipped through the village, smiling brightly at all who passed. Croenin felt tears form at the corners of his eyes, trying to remember why she was lost to him.

      “I’ve found it,” Old Haega said quietly, bringing him back into the moment. She held the old book a bit higher and began to read:

      “The prophecy, told by the Sidhe-blooded old man, stated that the Age of Oryn would be short-lived, ending with the collision of the Sun and Moon, ending one of two ways: The Day will end and the Sun will set on the Age of Oryn. Perpetual Night will fall and those who live under the Moon will take over the lands of Men…or the Sun will set, bringing the Moon down with it, and a New Age will begin, with the followers of the Sun ruling over the followers of the Moon.”

      She stopped reading and closed the book, sighing deeply and looking back up at Croenin. He frowned at the old woman, a question forming on his lips, but then he decided against it. He sat back and thought on what the prophecy could mean. He stared at the woman who Raena said was his grandmother, waiting for her to speak. Old Haega saw his frown, and decided to break the silence.

      “You remember now, I’m sure of it. Your mother remembered too when she dragged you up to my door this afternoon.” She sat back, running her hands over the book. “I know she is angry with me, but I had to protect this land. The Age of Oryn has only just begun. Now is not the time for it to end.” She stood, walking to her bookshelf and replacing the book. Old Haega sighed and turned back to face her grandson, who was craning his neck to look at her.

      “What did you do to her?” He blurted out, surprising both of them with his bluntness. He flushed almost as soon as the question left his mouth, looking downward.

      “I hid her,” came the reply.

      “But why?” Croenin demanded. “Why take her away? What did she do to deserve that?” He stood, beginning to pace in front of the fireplace. Old Haega sighed and looked at her grandson, pitying how confused and unnerved he must have been by the sudden return of his memories. She knew he would only feel worse when told of what the prophecy had in store for him. She steeled herself to deliver the blow.

      “What did she do to deserve me hiding her?” Old Haega took a deep breath. “She was born, that’s what she did. My dear, Ayne never stood a chance. I knew that as soon as she was born. Born with a full head of hair, she was. When I saw that alabaster skin, that silver hair, those wide grey eyes, I knew. I understood. She was the moon, while you, with your golden hair and honey skin were the sun.”

      “I am the sun?” Croenin stared at her in confusion. He thought about the “collision” of the sun and moon mentioned by the prophecy and began to understand. “Am I going to die?” Old Haega stared at her grandson and nodded slowly.

      “Only if you are successful.”

      “And my sister, as well.”

      Again, Old Haega nodded. Croenin looked down, absorbing all that he had just learned. He understood what his grandmother had done, erasing his and his parents’ memories. He wondered if Old Haega had made them dislike him to save them from the heartache of losing him. He was, of course, terrified. He had only just remembered his sister and now was going to lose her.

      “Where is she?” He asked. “If I have to kill her, I should know, right?”

      Old Haega was startled by Croenin’s bluntness, but knew that what was coming was inevitable. She walked to the far side of her cottage, where a trunk sat beneath a thick quilt. Lifting the quilt and dropping it on the floor, she stirred up a good bit of dust, and waved it away before opening the trunk’s lid. Out of it she pulled a large, black candle and a large pane of glass. She brought both to her kitchen table and beckoned Croenin over, setting up the pane in front of the candle and lighting it. She and her grandson stood close together, as they both stared into the candle, Croenin in confusion and his grandmother with intent. The pane of glass was curved, magnifying the flame before their eyes. Before he could ask what was happening, Croenin began to see images in the flames. He stared, mouth agape as he saw a hallway with stone walls lined with torches. The image faded and in its place the image of a large bedroom appeared. As the image began to become clearer, Croenin could make out three figures. In the corner of the bedroom stood a tall, dark-skinned man, looking somewhere outside of what the flame showed. Sitting so that only her profile could be seen on the large, plush canopy bed at the center of the room was a young woman with olive skin and long, wavy black hair. One of her hands played with the red curtain of the bed while the other played with her necklace. Her hair was being combed and braided by a slight young girl with wild curls. Croenin leaned closer to the flame to get a better look at her, knowing it was the sister he had lost.

      He held his breath and watched the tiny figure in the flame as she worked, grey eyes downcast and focused. She was dressed like a lady in a long, green and silver brocade gown with rings on her fingers. Her thin fingers worked quickly, braiding the young, darker-skinned woman’s hair and wrapping the braids around each other in an elaborate updo. When finished, she stepped back and bowed, looking to the man in the corner, who followed her out of the range of the candle flame. When she disappeared from view, the image began to fade, leaving only the dancing flame. Croenin stepped back and looked at Old Haega.

      “What was that?” He asked quietly, still staring into the candle’s flickering flame. Old Haega drew back, dragging the pane of glass from in front of the candle.

      “Fire scrying, looking at things elsewhere using the energy of a flame.” She tapped her fingers on the glass, looking intently into her grandson’s eyes.

      “How can you do that?” He whispered, eyes widening. “Can my mother do it?”

      “No, she can not,” she held up her hand, stopping him from interrupting as he opened his mouth to ask another question. “And I do not know if you can do it either. Sit down and I shall tell you a bit about our family.” She walked back to the chairs in front of the fireplace, sitting in the wooden chair once more and waiting for Croenin to sit in the large chair across from her.

      “Before the Age of Oryn, when the Sidhe ruled large swaths of these lands and Man lived in darkness and ignorance, the Sidhe held the knowledge of magic, and blood filled with it.” Old Haega took a deep breath and continued. “That is the principal difference between them and humans, after all. They can change their own appearance at will, as well as the appearance of all around them. They can fly through the air like the birds of the sky, make trees walk as people do, form gold and precious stones from plain pebbles on the ground…anything they fancy they can bring into being. And many ran wild with their powers, tormenting humans for fun, driving them further and further behind fortifications. The walls you see around our village? They are all that remain of the larger walls that were built to keep the Sidhe away from those who could not defend themselves. The larger walls were filled with Oryn rather than clay like our current walls. Yet, some Sidhe still managed to slip through, unaffected by the Oryn.”

      “What does this have to do with our family?” Croenin interrupted.

      “It has everything to do with our family, for one of those who slipped past the wall stole my grandmother away from her family.”

      “And she escaped from them?” Croenin’s eyes widened.

      “That she did. She was a clever one, and made her way back to her family. Yet, they did not want to take her back in.” She looked into the flames of the fireplace, deep in thought.

      “Why wouldn’t they take her back? Weren’t they happy to see she was alive?” Croenin asked, frowning.

      “She was with child,” Old Haega responded, sighing. “The child of the Sidhe who stole her away.”

      Her grandson gasped at that. He hadn’t known it was possible for a Sidhe and a human to have a child. He had never seen a Sidhe, after all, and always imagined them as monsters by the meager descriptions he had heard from the other villagers. He knew their eyes were large, fingers long, skin stark white or varying earthen colors. He had always imagined them as tall, thin, skeletal monsters and couldn’t imagine what a cross between a human and such a creature would look like. Old Haega cleared her throat, bringing her grandson back into the moment, and continued her story.

      “While her family wanted nothing to do with her, a young village lad, who was smitten with her before she was taken, offered to marry her. She accepted, and was able to pretend the child born to her was her husband’s, as it looked like any other child. The trouble only came later on, as the child began to grow older. He was queer, almost perpetually silent and serious, and the other children avoided him as if by instinct. As he matured and began to speak more, it became obvious that he held knowledge that was impossible for him to have.”

      What do you mean?” Croenin asked as she paused in her story.

      “He would tell the village elders when they would die, would know how many calves were to be born in a certain year, and what accidents would befall a person in their life. He would tell these things in the way most people would tell someone they expected a good crop in the coming season, except his predictions always came true. As soon as he came of age, he was forced to leave his village, and he wandered for quite some time, before joining the king’s army and fought the Sidhe with Oryn weapons that burned his hands nearly to the bone.” She stared wistfully into the fire. “Though I did not know about that until later. I was only told of his anger and bravery, though I now know that his anger was more at himself, anger at having been born caught between two peoples, two worlds. But, drive back the Sidhe he did, knowing in ways no other man could, where they hid themselves as the war dragged on. For this reason, they ignored his strangeness, the fact that he did not seem to age as he should, remaining young even as they grew into middle age.” She ignored her grandson’s look of amazement and continued to stare at the fire. “At the war’s end, he continued to wander for quite some time before he fell in love with a girl just as strange as him. They made an odd couple, him dark and brooding, scarred from battle, and she bubbly and light, beautiful as the dawn, I was told.” She sighed deeply here, looking up at her grandson. “But I would not know. I never met my mother.” Old Haega stopped here, and Croenin waited for her to continue. Yet, she remained silent. He cleared his throat.

      “What does this have to do with the prophecy or with me and my sister?” He glanced at the fire and then back at his grandmother.

      “My father was the Sidhe-blooded man who made the prophecy. It is from him I learned to see things in the fire, and it is he who told me to give the leather pouch to Raena, telling me that she would return it to me when the time was right. He was never wrong, my father,” she said, squeezing her old, gnarled hands into fists. Old Haega and her grandson were quiet for quite some time, each brooding. Haega thought about her father, the old man always fiddling with the bandages on his hands, never speaking to her unless to warn her of some inevitable danger or to alert her to some strange ability. She wished he were here now. He had prepared her for this moment her entire life, yet she did not feel ready. She looked at her grandson, who was pondering the implications of having Sidhe blood, of being inhuman. He realized this was most likely what made him part of the ominous prophecy, cementing his role as the would-be savior of man. He felt his grandmother watching him and looked up at her.

      “The scar on my hand,” he began, fingering the patch on his palm in a way that reminded Old Haega of her father. She sighed, knowing the pain that would come to her grandson soon.

      “It happened when you were a baby. Your father, excited to have a son, made you a small rattle from oryn. As soon as you held it, we all smelled your flesh burn. You screamed for hours afterward. Your mother was frantic, not knowing why such a thing would happen. I was forced to tell her what I told you.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She said nothing for a while, truthfully. Nothing until your sister was born.” She ran a hand over her face. “She knew. She knew that you two would fulfill the prophecy from the first minute your sister was born, just as I did. Though, she did not want to believe it. She did not believe it until you and your sister rushed in from playing with the other children one day, you yelling that she had stepped into a fairy circle.”

      Suddenly, that day came rushing back to Croenin. He remembered the fear that gripped his stomach as he watched his younger sister dancing in circle of flowers. He remembered the long, moonlit walk he took with his mother and her throwing him into the mushroom circle in the forest. He remembered how he and his sister entered Old Haega’s cottage together for the last time.

      “Where is my sister?” he whispered.

      “Not where I put her. She is moving faster than I imagined she would,” she mumbled, as if speaking to herself. She glanced at her grandson’s confused face and continued. “I had placed her with a family a few villages over, an old cobbler and his wife who had lost every child born to them. How she has come to enter this place, I do not know. No doubt she has been scheming for quite some time to improve her station in life.”

      “Does she… does she remember our childhood? Or is she like I was before coming here?” Croenin looked down and frowned.

      “If she has managed to go from cobbler’s daughter to a servant in such a place, she no doubt remembers,” Old Haega answered gravely.

      “But how? How could she get her memory back without help?”

      “Because she has always been one step ahead of me. Do you remember what happened just after I asked you to pick up the small bundle on the table?” Old Haega stood then, returning to the trunk in the corner of the cottage. She dug through items Croenin could not see for a few minutes, before removing that same bundle that was his last memory of that fateful day. “Your mother lied to you,” she said, bringing the bundle back to him. “It did not contain herbs.” She looked at the bundle of cloth wistfully, and stretched out her hand, offering it to her grandson. “Open it. You will know what to do once you see it.”

      Croenin looked at the bundle warily, not trusting it. His grandmother looked at him earnestly, and he took it from her. He glanced back up at her as he placed the little bundle on his lap. It was surprisingly heavy, even though it was only the size of his hand. Croenin began to unwrap the strips of cloth surrounding it, glancing back up at his grandmother every now and then. She wasn’t looking at him but kept her eyes focused on the little parcel on top of her grandson’s legs. It was wrapped up like an onion, layers of cloth strips wrapped around it beneath the thick white square of cloth on the outermost layer.

      Finally, Croenin unwrapped the last layer, revealing a tiny, impossibly thin dagger. He could not tell what it was made of as he held it up to see it better in the light of the fire. It looked as if it were made of stone, glinting a silvery, almost translucent blue as he turned it over and over in his hands. In the center of the hilt of the dagger was carved a seven-pointed star, and the blade of the dagger held runes Croenin could not decipher. Or could he? As he stared longer at the runes, he began to hear whispers too quiet to understand. He looked wildly around the room and the whispers stopped. However, they began again once he looked back at the runes etched into the blade.

      The heart lies where there is still hope. Croenin dropped the dagger, bolting upright. He looked, eyes wide, at his grandmother.

      “You hear it, then? He heard it too.” Was all she said.

      Croenin almost asked who “he” was before he realized she was talking about her father. He bent to pick up the knife, using the white cloth that had surrounded it and the other strips to handle it, and breathing a sigh of relief when the barrier didn’t allow the whispers to return. Wrapping the dagger back up with the strips of cloth, Croenin looked questioningly at his grandmother.

      “You said I would know what to do,” he began. “If anything, I’m more conf—” He stopped himself, and then he knew. It was with this strange, stone dagger that he would kill his sister. His grandmother watched the understanding spread across his face, the burden of what he was born to do settling across his features once more.

      “Yes, you have the tool. Now you must find her.” Haega leaned forward and took the bundle from her grandson’s hands, placing it on the floor. She clasped Croenin’s hands. “Return to me tomorrow. I have more scrying to do to confirm my theory.” She stood, pulling Croenin up with her. “I am sorry to put such a load on you, my boy. I know that what you have learned here today is heavy, but I will be your help in all this.”

      They embraced, and Croenin returned to the home he had shared with his mother and father since the day he was born. That night was quite different than the past few years they had shared together. Croenin’s parents looked almost sheepish as he walked through the door, no doubt feeling terrible guilt at how they had treated their son when their memories of his early childhood had been erased. Dinner that night was a quiet and incredibly awkward affair, he and his parents mumbling occasionally about their day. They went their separate ways after that, Croenin to his bed and his parents to theirs, trying to ignore the tension that made their small cottage seem even smaller.

      The next morning, Croenin awoke early, just as the sun was rising to a faint wailing sound. He jumped out of bed, trying to discern where the sound was coming from. Throwing on pants and rushing outside, he found that the wailing was growing louder, being joined by sounds of crying and screams. Croenin ran now, following the sounds, heart thumping in his chest and limbs growing shaky with fear. Suddenly, he was pulled roughly to a halt and came face to face with Olond, a farmer.

      “Don’t take a step further, lad. It’s not a pretty scene. Go back home and wait for your parents to return.” He warned. Croenin shook free of him, refusing to heed his words and wondering why his parents had left their cottage so early. He broke into a run once more, anxiety growing in his stomach as the screaming grew louder. His stomach dropped as he realized it was coming from Old Haega’s cottage and tried to see what was happening.

      His vision was blocked by the crowd surrounding it, the women in the crowd crying and howling as they stared at something he could not see. The men in the crowd were silent, some with tears streaming down their faces. Croenin pushed his way through and almost retched at the sight in front of him. His vision went white as he stared at his grandmother’s mangled body. A hush fell over the crowd as he walked toward her, and he looked back, confused at the villagers’ angry faces. His father pushed his way to the front of the crowd, as his mother tried to hold him back, quietly begging him not to make a scene.

      “You couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you?” His father’s voice broke with sadness, even as his anger bubbled forth. Croenin stared at him in shock, starting to stammer, but his father interrupted him. “She was trying to protect us! To keep the prophecy from happening! And you couldn’t help yourself, could you? You had to be a hero? I know we haven’t treated you well these past few years, boy, but couldn’t you have endured it just a while longer?” Tears began to fall from his eyes as he glanced at Old Haega’s body. Croenin didn’t understand. How could this have been his fault? His father saw that he didn’t know what was happening, and he turned, ignoring his wife and walking back into the crowd to fetch Raena.

      “Read that,” he said, pointing at the odd markings in blood marking the side of Old Haega’s cottage. Raena shuddered, looking up at Croenin’s father with tear-stained cheeks. He pushed her slightly, urging her to follow his order. She clasped her hands together, looking pitiful, and Croenin felt for her. He knew how it was to feel helpless at his father’s hands. Raena took a few steps forward, squinting at the markings.

      “Come and find me, brother.” She read, “Let us play once more.”
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      The old man stood, looking out at the endless sea, white eyes seeing nothing and everything. He was a relic from another time. This he knew, his place in all this being nothing but that of a watcher. He had set the events of today in motion long ago, conjured them up from the recesses of his imagination, from the depths of his nightmares. He contemplated all this in silence, having given up speaking long ago when he first realized the dangers that words can hold. He could raze civilizations with just a phrase if he wanted, and that terrified him endlessly.

      He raised his head, staring up at the heavens. The sun was high in the sky, but the moon was still visible. He stood for hours that way each day, watching the movements of the two. As the sun crept across the sky, it moved closer to the moon, and he sighed. He had remained here for years, where the sea meets the land, watching all, waiting for the sun and the moon to collide. Now, as they were nearing each other, as the moon was setting itself up to move in front of the sun, he realized it was all wrong. Something had changed, and he knew not what.
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      Croenin lay on the side of the dirt road, coughing as the stab wound in his stomach bled. He was nearly hidden from view, as his attackers had dragged him behind a bush, and he could only lie and watch as feet, hooves, and wood and oryn wheels passed his limited line of sight. He groaned, trying to move himself closer to the road where he could ask for help, but as he tried to push himself from behind the bush, pain shot through him. He looked down at his torso, seeing the red splotch just below his chest grow larger. He turned his head slowly, looking into the woods on his other side. He would be perfect prey for wolves once night fell.

      For weeks, Croenin had been slowly walking toward Conclatum, the large settlement almost a month’s journey from his village. His mother had told him that all travelers stop in the settlement at some point to get more supplies. No doubt his sister Ayne had passed through at some point, and he was determined to ask around the inns and in the town square to learn who might have seen her. He also needed to find out what castles or palaces were in the region. In the vision his grandmother Haega had given him before his horrific death, Ayne had been in an opulent room of a palace, combing and braiding a wealthy woman’s hair. Croenin was sure someone would know who the woman was and, if she ventured into the city, where she could be found.

      But for now, Croenin was fighting for his life, not even a month into his journey. He gasped for air as he tried to push himself closer to the rough edge of the road, his face brushing the rough nettles of the ground under him. Groaning loudly, he tried to give himself one big push and felt as if his stomach was going to rip in two. Glancing down once more, he could see blood starting to seep through his shirt, forming thick droplets on top of the rough fabric as his blood tried to clot. Croenin grit his teeth and continued to push, letting out an involuntary whine as he began to give up, the pain growing too great. His head lolled back, and he looked up at the sky. Only a few more hours to sundown.

          “You heard that?” a rough voice came from nearby just as Croenin was beginning to lose consciousness, pain and blood loss causing him to blackout. His vision blurred just as two large figures came to stand over him, their faces blurred from the black dots filling his field of vision. Croenin began to lose consciousness as he felt large, calloused hands grab him. They hoisted him up, and the pain in his stomach increased tenfold.

      “You idiot!” was all he heard before everything went black.

      Croenin awoke in a strange bed not knowing where he was or what had happened. He was warm, and pushed a pelt of furs off his body as he tried to sit up and failed. His torso felt stiff, and looking down he could see that he was constrained somewhat by bandages wrapped tightly around his lower chest and stomach. He tried again to push himself into a seated position and felt pain shoot through his abdomen. He let himself drop back onto the bed with a huff, feeling helpless. He hoped that whoever had brought him here was friendly. They had to be, he thought to himself, if they took the time to bandage him up and put him to bed.

      He looked around the room as best he could, craning his neck to try to see anything that might give him a hint as to who his saviors were or where he was. The room was dim, lit only by a small fireplace. Next to the fireplace, Croenin could see a sword in its scabbard leaning against a low doorway. He turned his head more, squinting in the soft light. The black scabbard was emblazoned with the silver head of a bear, but this told Croenin nothing. He laid his head back down, staring at the wooden slats of the ceiling and wishing he could do more than lie and wait. His thoughts began to race as he tried and failed to push thoughts of how far behind he was on his journey.

      He had expected to reach Olna in a week but had been forced to stay in one of the small inns lining the main road for almost two weeks due to torrential rains and deadly winds. He was worried that Ayne may have moved on by now, if she was as wily as his grandmother had suggested. He feared she knew he was after her, but told himself he was being ridiculous. She might have been crafty, but he doubted she was clairvoyant. Croenin tried rolling over onto his side to give himself something to do other than brood over his sister, but found this too to be impossible. He balled his hand into a fist and thumped the bed in frustration.

      “Bored, are ya?” A voice came from the doorway, startling Croenin.

      He turned his head sharply. He hadn’t heard anyone coming and was surprised the man in the doorway hadn’t made his presence known before. The man was huge, taking up most of the doorframe he leaned against. His face was mostly in shadow, but Croenin could make out swarthy skin and a thick, bushy beard. The man was mostly covered by a large pelt, but as he stepped into the room, swishing it aside, Croenin saw the rough, burlap clothes of a peasant underneath. The man stopped and crouched just before the bed, examining him, frowning.

      “You’ve got quite a scratch,” he said, eyes focused on the seeping bandages wrapped around Croenin’s torso. “It’s a good thing we found you when we did.”

      “Who’s we?” Croenin croaked, suddenly aware of how dry his throat was.

      At that, the man stood abruptly, looking down at him in shock.

      “Who’s ‘we’?” He bellowed, booming voice reverberating in the cramped room and making Croenin wince. “You don’t mean to tell me you’ve never heard of the Faero Ursi lad!” When Croenin merely shook his head silently, the man continued. “We are the guardians of the forest paths, have been for…who knows how long. We started patrolling the ways and keeping travelers safe from the Aes Sidhe and now from bandits and highwaymen. A bit of a downgrade, but still important work,” he finished, puffing out his chest.

      “Safe?” Croenin hissed, looking down at his bandages.

      “Ah! So, you’ve got a sense of humor! Casualties happen, lad. It’s a rule of this trade. But there would be a lot more dead without us. Besides,” he said, dropping down onto the foot of the bed, “You’d be much worse off if we hadn’t found you.”

      Croenin set his jaw. He couldn’t argue with that, and knew he should be grateful to the man for helping him. He was right after all, even with patrols, there could never be enough yeomen to watch over every swatch of every road. Just as Croenin was about to thank him, the man smacked himself on the forehead.

      “Ugh, where are my manners? I never introduced myself! The name’s Saed.”

      He extended a hand, and Croenin awkwardly tried to sit up to reach it, wincing in pain. Saed hurriedly moved toward Croenin to spare him the effort, grasping the young man’s hand in his crushing grip. Saed grinned.

      “I know it hurts now, but you got lucky. Captio should have been a medic with how he heals is what I always say!”

      “Who—” Croenin started, but was quickly interrupted.

      “Ah, “who’s Captio?” you’re wondering!” He leaned in closer and was about to say more when another man entered the room.

      He was much leaner than Saed and almost a head shorter. Yet, his presence seemed much larger. He turned his head sharply to scowl at his brother yeoman, green eyes wide in his angular face.

      “What did I tell you about disturbing my patient?” He said softly, looking down his nose at Saed.

      “I don’t remember,” the large man responded with a laugh and a shrug.

      “It was a very simple command.” He crossed his arms and began tapping his foot.

      “Well,” Saed looked up as if struggling to remember. “I guess you would have told me not to.”

      “Exactly,” the thin man huffed, narrowing his eyes at Saed’s mischievous grin. He turned to Croenin and nodded curtly, pointing at his chest. “Captio. I’m the one who bandaged you.”

      “I know,” Croenin said softly, speaking being somewhat difficult. “I—” with that he began to cough, pain shooting up from his abdomen.

      Captio moved quickly, shoving Saed out of the way and forcing Croenin to sit up.

      “You’ve been lying prone far too long. There is still danger of blood leaking into your lungs.” He turned his attention to the larger man. “You should have come and gotten me as soon as you saw he was awake.”

      “He only just started coughing,” Saed exclaimed. “I didn’t know there was any danger until now!”

      Croenin stopped coughing but was now doubled over in pain. The bickering men were only giving him a headache, and he wished they would go away. More than that he wanted to be healed and out of the small room. He had never felt pain like this, not even when he was burned as a child, and now the two men crowding him were beginning to make him feel claustrophobic. Still bent, he glanced up at the men, who were now silent. Captio had produced a mug of water and was now offering it silently to him. Croenin drank greedily, feeling like he’d been deprived of water for years as soon as the first drop hit his tongue. He spluttered, and Captio pulled the mug away.

      “That’s enough for now. How is your pain now?”

      “Manageable,” Croenin responded, sitting up slowly. “How long will it take ‘til I’m better?”

      “Weeks, unfortunately. This type of injury can take months to heal, and it took you nearly a month just to regain consciousness,” Captio said cooly.

      “I’ve been here almost a month?” Croenin whispered, panicked. His sister Ayne could have already moved far away while he was stuck recovering.

      “Aye lad,” Saed said softly. “Why the face? You’ve got somewhere to be?” He chuckled to himself but was soon quiet after a sharp look from Captio.

      “No!” Croenin nearly shouted, then lowered his voice. “No. I don’t. I was just surprised, is all.”

      “Hm,” was all Captio said before sitting softly on the bed next to Croenin.

      He began slowly unwinding the bandages wrapped tightly around the young man’s torso, causing him to grit his teeth and ball his fists in pain. He couldn’t help but flinch when the thin man got to the last layer that was stuck to his skin with dried blood. Captio glanced at Saed, who immediately understood and moved quickly to restrain Croenin while the slim man tore the rest of the bandages off as carefully and as quickly as possible. This is it, Croenin thought to himself, his vision going white as searing pain ripped through his torso. I survived this long just to bleed out here. But, Captio wasn’t going to let that happen. As soon as the old bandages were off, he whipped out a needle and thread and, quick as a flash, began to fix where the old stitching had ripped when Croenin first tried to sit up. When that was finished, he leapt up, running from the room and returning with cloth to mop up and bandage the young man once more. At this point, Croenin was nearly blacking out from pain, but held on through sheer determination. He knew he wouldn’t be able to move from the bed he was in for weeks yet, but some part of him was afraid of blacking out again, of losing more time to search for Ayne. Captio finished re-wrapping the tight bandages and smirked.

      “You’re much more of a fighter than you look,” he said, standing. He nodded to Saed, who released Croenin from his tight grip. “And you’re healing much faster than I’d guessed you would.”

      “This is healing?” Croenin gasped, pain just beginning to subside. “I can’t even sit up on my own!”

      “No, not yet.” Captio replied, “but soon. Get some rest. That’s the most important thing right now.”

      With that he left, leaving Croenin to fester. Though he didn’t get to brood for long before Saed was back at the foot of the bed, staring at him with an amused expression on his coarse face.

      “What?” Croenin asked, sulking.

      “Nothing.” Saed’s grin widened. “You just remind me of someone.”

      Croenin’s eyes narrowed. He wasn’t in the mood for Saed’s game. He could feel his wound throbbing and his heart still fighting to return to a regular pattern of beating. He felt even more constricted than earlier, more aware of the burden of his destiny and the absolute feeling of helplessness that overshadowed it as he couldn’t leave this bed.

      “Well,” Saed interrupted his thoughts. “if you’re not gonna ask who, I’ll just tell you.” He moved a bit closer to Croenin, leaning with his elbows on his knees and glancing into the fire. “You look like the brother who trained me. He was tall and skinny just like you, but he was the best fighter I’ve ever known. He used to sulk just like you too!” With that he started guffawing loudly, prompting Captio to return.

      “I told him to rest!” He hissed at the large man, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him to a standing position.

      Saed merely allowed himself to be moved, giving Croenin one last grin before he was dragged out of the room. Croenin waited a few moments and took the opportunity to attempt to sit up further. He started seeing spots, and before he could try to stop it blacked out almost as soon as he was perfectly upright. As his vision clouded with blackness, he began to feel as if he were floating, and forced his heavy eyes open. He was no longer in the small, dim room, nor sitting on a bed. He was now in a room with stone walls, seated on a stone chair carved with designs of leaves and vines. Disoriented, he tried to stand but couldn’t, feeling his knees buckling as he tried.

      “That won’t work here. You’re too weak, even in your non-corporeal form.” A voice echoed from all around him.

      “W-what is this?” Croenin exclaimed angrily, trying to mask his fear. “Who are you?”

      A giggle.

      “You know who I am, dear brother.” Laughter began to fill the room. “And I know what you try to do. It is foolish and will not work.” The laughter grew louder, and Croenin’s vision began to grow blurry once more.

      “Not yet, don’t go.” The voice and the laughter sounded more muffled now, but Croenin couldn’t stop what was happening.

      He tried to remain, but he felt himself begin to fall through the stone chair, tipping backward and free falling into nothingness. He tried to turn his head, barely able to peer over his shoulder into the blackness below him. Trying to scream, Croenin realized he couldn’t breathe in this void, and he began to clutch at his throat. Suddenly, he felt himself slam back into the bed. He opened his eyes and sat up quickly, panting, then realized he had just sat up with ease. At the foot of the bed was sitting Saed, looking at him warily.

      “How long was I out?” Croenin gasped, breathing heavily.

      “Two days.” Saed responded, still staring.

      Croenin looked down at himself, noticing that his bandages were different, a darker strip of cloth, than he’d been wearing before he blacked out.

      “When did Captio change--?”

      “How did you do it?” Saed asked quietly, standing to his full, imposing height.

      “Do what?” Croenin stared at the large man in confusion.

      “You’re nearly healed, boy. That’s impossible.”  Captio said so himself. How’d you do it?”

      Croenin frowned. Saed was right. That was impossible. He stared down at his bandages once more, running a hand over his torso. He prodded his abdomen, feeling a slight twinge nowhere near as painful as before. He sat up further and began to unwind the bandages as Saed watched suspiciously, gasping when he saw what lay underneath. No longer a seeping, angry gash, the wound on his abdomen was now a thin, pink line. It looked freshly scarred, something even he knew couldn’t possibly happen in merely a couple days. Croenin gaped at his abdomen and then turned his shocked face to Saed’s distrustful one.

      “How did this happen?” He whispered.

      “That’s what I’m asking you. I know Captio’s a healer, but even he can’t do this.” He crossed his arm. “Looks like some kind of sorcery.”

      “I didn’t do this!” Croenin exclaimed, staring once more at his peach-colored scar. “And even if I did…I don’t know how I could have!”

      Saed narrowed his eyes and stepped closer, sizing Croenin up. Croenin stared back, trying to make his face look innocent as possible. He was just as bewildered as the large man in front of him.

      “I promise. I don’t know what’s going on,” Croenin said slowly. “I’m just as confused as you are.”

      “Just as confused as all of us are,” Captio said brusquely as he entered the room.

      He softly shoved Saed out of the way to get a better look at Croenin’s wound.

      “Does it hurt at all?” He asked softly, poking it softly with two fingers.

      “A little, but it doesn’t really bother me.” Croenin replied. “Are you sure you didn’t do this?”

      “Not I,” Captio said, standing. “This type of healing is beyond me, beyond anyone without the help of magic. You don’t know anyone who might be able to heal through magic, would you?” He stared into Croenin’s eyes, as if trying to read his thoughts.

      “No,” the young man lied.

      “Well then! It’s a mystery,” was all Captio said as he turned to leave the room. “And I do love mysteries.”

      Croenin gulped, feeling exposed even though to his knowledge he had done nothing wrong. He felt that his position now might be precarious, being surrounded by Faero Ursi who might suspect him of some wrongdoing. Even if I did heal myself, why would it be so wrong? He asked himself, but a voice at the back of his head responded. All magic comes from the Aes Sidhe, you fool. Only those who have made deals with them can harness that sort of power. He would just have to prove to these men that he was in no way associated with the magic beings that tormented mankind for centuries. Even though you are, the voice came again. Croenin gulped.

      “Don’t let him rattle you,” Saed said, smiling softly. “I don’t know why, but I believe you.” He sat, staring into Croenin’s eyes once more. “Don’t make me regret that.”

      “I won’t,” Croenin whispered, feeling guilty as soon as the words left his mouth.

      “Good. Get up. Since you’re just about healed, we’ve got some work to do.”

      The burly man stood, grabbing some clothes off a chair near the fire and tossed them at the young man. He then turned his back, and Croenin took this as his cue to dress himself. He hurriedly pulled on the rough burlap pants and white shirt, almost tripping over himself. He was eager to finally be free of the bed and the small, dim room, and he was also curious to see where he’d been kept for the past few weeks. Once done, he tapped Saed on the shoulder, and the large man escorted him out of the room.

      They stepped into a long, dark hallway with multiple doors on each side. Croenin guessed that behind the doors lay rooms similar to his, but he did not have much time to dwell on this as Saed walked briskly along the corridor. Croenin followed as quickly as he could, trying to keep up with him. Croenin almost ran into him as he stopped abruptly, swinging open a large oak door at the end of the hallway.

      “He’s alive!” Saed bellowed, “Our new recruit has made a miraculous recovery!”

      The room erupted in cheers and applause, and Croenin paled as Saed’s words registered in his head.  New recruit? His thoughts began to race. I never agreed to join the Faero Ursi. Why would they even want me? I couldn’t even defend myself out on the road. How could I possibly save other people if I couldn’t save myself? He stood, motionless, staring wide-eyed at the room of men before him. Most were of a similar build to Saed, large, hulking men, gathered around the wooden tables of the dining hall. The low ceiling made them seem even bigger to Croenin as he scanned the room, nervously watching the few huddled near the back, leaning against the stone walls. These men seemed to be sizing him up rather than cheering for his recovery like the others. One with hair past his shoulders and a bushy black beard smirked and winked at him. Croenin swallowed thickly and took a step forward. Now or never, he thought, clearing his throat.

      “Excuse me, sirs,” he started, feeling his face flush as the room burst into laughter.

      “There’s no ‘sirs’ here, lad!” A voice from the back yelled, and the laughter grew stronger.

      Croenin took a deep breath and began again.

      “There’s been a mistake!” He yelled over the din, “I never agreed to be one of you!”

      At that the laughter died down, and Croenin saw looks of pity among the severe faces of the men before him. Before he could ask what was happening, Saed laid a large hand on his shoulder, turning him so that they were face to face. Or rather face to chest, as Croenin was a good deal shorter than the massive man. Saed leaned down so that his face was level with Croenin’s.

      “You’ll learn soon, lad, that nothing ‘round here comes free. We took you in when you were good as dead, spent food, bandaging, and precious herbs and tinctures keeping you alive. Whether we healed you in the end,” he paused and vaguely gestured to Croenin’s abdomen. “Neither I nor Captio believe this was done by one of us, but by Oryn we kept you alive!”

      “Yes, and I’m incredibly grateful, believe me,” Croenin began, but Saed cut him off.

      “There’s no getting out of it. You’ll take on the cloth of the Faero Ursi and repay your debt. You owe us your life, lad.” He patted Croenin on the shoulder and led him through the dining hall, but as they reached the back, the large man with auburn hair stopped them, nodding at Croenin.

      “Not this one, Clythair,” Saed said firmly, pushing past him. “He’s Captio’s.”

      “What did he want?” Croenin whispered when they were out of earshot.

      “To be the one to train you,” Saed answered, gravely. “He’s a brute, that one. Few of his lads survive their training. That gang you see around him were all trained by him. Thugs, every last one of ‘em. Shouldn’t be allowed in the brotherhood, but it’s not up to me.”

      They entered another hallway, this one a series of stone arches lined with torches. Their footsteps echoed on the marble floor tiles, and Croenin began to worry even more. He was finally well, but now he would have to figure out how to escape this place and find Ayne. He couldn’t stay here much longer, especially without knowing where exactly she might be. On the other hand, he wondered if this might be a blessing in disguise. I’m not really prepared to fight my sister, he thought. I’ve never even been in a fistfight. Yet, a small part of him felt that this was an excuse to avoid his destiny. How hard could it be to fight a girl, he wondered. I don’t even have to fight her. I just have to get close enough to stab her with the—oh no. The dagger. It had been on his person when he was stabbed. He had tucked it into his tightly-laced boots, which thankfully the highwaymen hadn’t stolen. Had the Faero Ursi confiscated it? They must have found it soon after he arrived, as the boots he was wearing now weren’t his. He had to find his old clothes.

      Croenin was so lost in thought that he slammed into Saed, who had stopped in front of a tall, thin door with a fox motif carved into its dark wood. Saed turned and gave him a look, and Croenin mumbled an apology. The large man turned back toward the door and knocked sharply three times, pausing when there was no response and knocking once more.

      “Come in!” A muffled voice called from the other side.

      Saed entered before him, and Croenin gaped as he stepped over the threshold and into the large circular room with a domed ceiling. The room itself was littered with old, rusted swords and helmets, with a few books scattered on small, round tables and chairs. A small fireplace burned to the right of the door, its fire burning low due to neglect. At the center sat a sturdy, clawfoot, mahogany desk piled with sheets of parchment and writing utensils. These, Croenin did not recognize, few in the realm knowing how to read and even less having the materials to write with. He approached the desk slowly, eyes drawn to the parchments with the strange etchings on top that reminded him of the etchings in the pouch he had given his Grandmother Haega before her untimely death. He reached out a hand, running his finger along the lines of some of the symbols.

      “Please, do not touch.”

      Croenin jumped as Captio’s voice came from the far end of the room. The thin man walked toward the fire, stoking it to bring it back to life, and moved to sit behind the desk.

      “Have you seen anything like this before, Croenin?” He asked, and Croenin looked to Saed, who remained silent, before shaking his head no. He was not keen on sharing his life story with these men, especially as it involved the very beings their brotherhood had banded together to fight.

      “Would you like to know what this is?” Captio asked, staring at Croenin intently. Croenin nodded sullenly in response, and Captio smirked. “I’m not sure you do. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps you should be trained by one of the others instead, Clythar maybe.”

      “No,” Croenin hissed. “I want to know.”

      “Hm,” Captio mused. “It seems I did make the right choice. Not many here are interested in letters, or even in knowledge itself. The Aes Sidhe made us fearful of anything new, anything outside our little communities. War made us even more concerned with survival than anything else. Yet, now that the Aes Sidhe are gone and that the human race has a chance to truly thrive, we’ve grown complacent in our little villages and settlements, most of us continuing to turn our back against the outside world unless it means trading supplies or foodstuffs. We have no desire to travel to other regions or even other villages. Many young ones don’t even know other regions exist.” His gaze grew more penetrating. “You aren’t the first I’ve called into this office or the first to see the parchments on my desk. Yet, you are the first to show any interest in them or in what they might contain. Saed, leave us.”

      He nodded at the large man still standing a few feet behind Croenin. Saed nodded sharply and turned, closing the door quietly behind him. Alone with Captio, Croenin suddenly felt self-conscious. He was overly aware of his ignorance of the world outside his village. He thought back to the first day he left, villagers glad to see him go. He had brought trouble to his village, the likes of which hadn’t been seen since before the Age of Oryn and the banishment of the Sidhe into the Unknown. While sad to leave and afraid of what his reception might be should he return, Croenin knew now that he was woefully unprepared for the dangers he would face outside of his village. He hadn’t even considered anyone might try to rob him, let alone stab him for what little provisions he had. Humans were often separated by large distances, but there had been some semblance of solidarity among them due to the shared experience of being terrorized by malevolent magic beings. Now, it seems, some were taking advantage of that communal sentiment. It was no wonder the Faero Ursi had turned from battling Sidhe to battling other humans.

      Part of Croenin was also worried about the secret he held. Captio had suspected magic being involved in his miraculous healing, and, while Croenin couldn’t deny that magic could be the only explanation, he knew he couldn’t have healed himself. You don’t know that, the voice at the back of his head told him. You’ve always been oddly strong for your size. That might count as a power. Besides, you’re supposed to be some sort of savior, it makes sense you’d have the power to keep yourself alive to complete your mission. He briefly wondered if he might hold abilities that he didn’t know about. After all, Old Haega could see things happening from far distances and even caused his parents to forget about his sister Ayne and their terrible destinies. Croenin shook his head, bringing himself back into the moment.

      “Are you alright?” Captio asked, standing and walking toward the young man.

      “Fine,” Croenin answered. “It’s all just a lot to deal with.”

      “You have something else bothering you. I’ve seen it since you first woke up.” He put his hands on Croenin’s shoulders and steered him toward the fire. Captio removed a stack of parchment from a chair and pulled it closer to the flames. “Sit. What you tell me won’t leave this room. We all have burdens to bear, Croenin. It is better that you let a brother help you carry it.”

      Croenin stared at Captio, who stood over him, large green eyes seemed to peer into his very mind. He would have to tell the medic something, something that seemed a heavy burden on his mind. He swallowed thickly, glancing away and back into those intimidating eyes. Suddenly, an idea came to mind. I may have figured out a way out of here, he thought to himself.

      “Faero Ursi protect those who need protecting, right?” Croenin asked, meeting Captio’s gaze steadily.

      “Save those you can, kill those you must.” Captio responded, quoting the motto of the Faero Ursi.

      “What about those who aren’t travelers, but those who were forced to travel?”

      “What do you mean?” Captio narrowed his eyes.

      “My sister was taken from my village, stolen because of her silver hair,” Croenin lied. “I was on the road to get her back. Silver hair is rare, even rarer than my own golden hair. Everyone who sees her remembers her. I heard she had been taken to a castle, collected by one of the men who took over one of the old Sidhe strongholds.”

      “And you want our help in returning her to your village.” Captio finished. He held up his hand as Croenin opened his mouth to speak, silencing him. “Do you know what it means to join the Faero Ursi?” He paused, and Croenin shook his head. “It means that you become part of a brotherhood. You no longer have a family outside of your brothers. Your dear sister, I of course feel terrible that you lost her, but she is your sister no longer. Not once you join us.”

      “And because you say I have, I’m officially one of you?” Croenin growled.

      “Once we’ve taken you out on the road, and you save or kill for the first time, you become one of us, but—”

      “Then let this be my first save. After, I’ll leave my family for good, and I’ll become a brother of the Faero Ursi. You have my word.”

      Captio chuckled.

      “I knew you were clever. I could see it in your face. Fine, let this be both your initiation and the beginning of your training. Just know that you will be forced to keep your word. No one reneges on a life debt to the Faero Ursi. Those who have tried have been hunted down like animals.”

      Croenin gulped. “I understand. I owe you even more than I already did.”

      “You already owe us your life. You can’t give more than that.”
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      Croenin, now officially under Captio’s training, felt trapped. The Faero Ursi were using all their resources to try to track down Ayne, and he was not allowed to leave their headquarters. Instead, he was forced to wait for answers. As a distraction, he threw himself into his lessons, learning decryti, the writing system used by the brotherhood in all their written correspondence. Much to Captio’s glee, he excelled at this and felt as if his mind was made for such learning. He quickly memorized all characters of the decryti alphabet, moving on to reading old correspondences given to him by his teacher. As he read, his world grew. He had known about the large settlement of Conclatum, its stone buildings left over from when the Sidhe ruled the realm. However, the more he read, the more he learned of other, similar settlements and that his own small village and the headquarters he currently sat in were part of a major region known as Toque Staetym.

      To the north and south of Toque Staetym were the regions of Uqolelle and Rassement, respectively. Croenin poured over the few reports of Faero Ursi who travelled to these regions, amazed that there could be so much that he did not know of the world. He marveled at the reports of frozen fields and snow from brothers that travelled to Uqolelle and writings of sand and unknown fruits that came from Rassement. Curiously, it seemed that neither of these regions had progressed as Toque Staetym had, but Croenin soon learned that the Aes Sidhe were driven out of his own region decades before the other two regions were freed of their oppressive presence.

      The humans in his region quickly took over Aes Sidhe villages and settlements, having previously been forced to remain nomadic or live in flimsy settlements due to the deadly tricks of those powerful beings, building walls around them infused with oryn to keep out those who had lived there before them. In Rassement, the last region to be free of the Aes Sidhe, humans only moved into the ramshackle settlements that were emptied near the end of the war only decades ago. The people there were only just beginning to cultivate their own crops, having lived off the wild fruits and vegetables and leftover crops grown by the Aes Sidhe. In the north, in the region of Uqolelle, the people were still nomadic, and the brother that traveled there wrote that as far as he could tell, there were far fewer humans that had survived the war than in Toque Staetym. Their existence was a bleak one, living off fish caught off the coast and little else. Croenin marveled at the resilience of humans.

      This is not to say that he forgot about his sister or what he was destined to do. His looming death was constantly at the back of his mind, keeping him from entirely enjoying all that he learned and often from sleeping at night. As he returned to his little room every evening, the same room in which he had spent weeks recovering, he stared into the fire, hoping that the next day would bring some news of his sister’s whereabouts. He spent much of his time not eating, but learning or, hanging in doorways, eavesdropping on what some of the more seasoned brothers were saying. While occasionally he would hear snatches of conversation about a silver-haired girl, he heard nothing he didn’t already know. What use is all this knowledge if I can’t learn what I truly need to know, he thought to himself often. He was beginning to lose hope of leaving, wondering if Captio perhaps tricked him by saying he would help him find Ayne, until Saed approached him in the dining hall.

      “Captio told me to give you this. He says to come to his office once you’ve read it,” the burly man whispered, handing Croenin a small slip of parchment.

      Croenin took it, waiting until Saed walked away to read what it said. He stared at the words written, reading them once, twice, three times, before standing quickly and rushing to Captio’s office. He knocked on the door in the pattern Captio taught him, three knocks, a pause, then one more, before he entered breathlessly.

      “You found her,” he gasped as he walked toward Captio, who was seated behind the large desk.

      “We think we did,” Captio responded quietly.

      “The note says that the brother who entered the castle saw a girl with silver hair walking with a girl of the same age with brown, curling hair. That’s her! The girl with silver hair is my sister!”

      “We can’t know for certain.”

      “How many girls with silver hair do you know?”

      “None,” Captio smirked, “but who is to say there is not another out there?”

      Croenin stared at him, speechless for a moment, before yelling. “So, are you just going to do nothing?”

      Captio stared at him, grim-faced. “Of course we won’t do nothing. You must be patient. Do you believe we would storm a castle based only on a bit of information?” He produced a larger sheet of parchment whose top third was missing. “Take this. Read, and then let me know what you think.”

      Croenin read, eyes widening.

      “I have stolen the clothing of a guard and infiltrated the castle here, near the small village of Rusem. What lay inside is like nothing I have ever seen. The man ruling here, Gallys, has modeled himself off an A.S. noble. He holds court like a ruler, the people playing instruments leftover from before the A. of O. and reciting our history. They do not seem to be doing it of their own will. They seem afraid. The guards also seem to have lost their will, but not from fear. All look past me, as if they do not know I am not one of them. They look past everyone, only called to action by Gallys’ words. Surely they would recognize I am not their brother? The only one besides Gallys who does not seem to be fearful is his daughter, Vybia. It is she with whom I first saw the silver-haired girl.

      I ventured out into the surrounding village two days past, slipping off my guard-clothes and dressing like the people once more. There is an air of fear in the village, and I was almost caught when guards from the castle came into the village, taking produce and butchered animals from the people. They also took young boys, choosing only those who looked sturdy and strong. I fear Gallys may be building up his guard. It would be a long game, but I believe he wishes to rule more than just his castle and village.

      I will remain here, Captio, until we are sure the girl is who we think she is, and past that perhaps to be certain we know what Gallys’ plans are. Until I see you again.”

      The tone of the memo was fearful. Humans had not, in current memory, ever had a king in the way the Aes Sidhe did. Of course, there were men who led others into battle before the Aes Sidhe were driven from the realm, but humans lived scattered, chaotic existences for too long to be united under one ruler. What was more disconcerting was the brother’s description of the guards’ behavior. Captio was correct. How could Gallys be controlling them? It must have been magic. Croenin wondered if he and his family were the only humans with Aes Sidhe blood.

      “You see now,” Captio said softly, interrupting his thoughts. “This is not a situation we can rush into. We must prepare, and you need more training before you enter that castle. We’ll need you to ensure we have the right girl. I refuse to waste men on a fool’s errand.” He stood, gesturing to a cabinet toward the back of the room that Croenin hadn’t noticed before, its dark wood almost blending in with the brown stones of the walls. “Open it, and choose which one calls to you.”

      Croenin slowly made his way to the cabinet, placing his hands gently on the knobs before slowly pulling the doors open. Before him were various weapons, swords, axes, daggers, spears, flails, and crossbows. He thought of his own moonstone dagger, which was still safely tucked into his old pair of boots, miraculously unnoticed by the Faero Ursi who disrobed him and tended his wounds. He would need something larger if he were going against castle guards and stared at the weapons in front of him, wondering which would be best.

      “We don’t have all day, Croenin,” Captio drawled, crossing his arms. “Pick one.”

      Croenin quickly grabbed a two-handed flail, weighing the staff in his hands and gently touching the smaller, metal-studded ball hanging off the end. It was unlike any weapon he had ever seen, and his curiosity got the better of him.

      “Interesting choice,” was all Captio said before ushering Croenin from his office.

      Outside, Saed was waiting for him, a large grin on his face.

      “For once, Captio’s not gonna have all the fun” He chuckled, clapping Croenin on the back. “Follow me, lad. We’ve got some work to do.”

      Saed led Croenin out of the large stone building, walking along a path into the fields behind it. Croenin, who hadn’t been allowed to leave the building since his arrival months ago, was grateful for the chance to feel the sun and fresh air. It was a small comfort to his already weary soul. As they walked, the ground grew steeper, and Croenin frowned. The fields near his village had been relatively flat, allowing him to see for miles. He stepped carefully, trying to keep his footing as the dirt path began to slope more and more, until Saed stopped abruptly in front of him, hands on his hips.

      “Here we are!” He gestured outward. “Not bad, eh?”

      Croenin moved to stand beside him and stared out at the amphitheater that lay before him. It was massive, deeper, Croenin guessed, than the well in his village. The center looked large enough to hold all 50 brothers of the Faero Ursi standing shoulder to shoulder ten times over. As Saed led him down to the center, Croenin looked up, marveling at stone seating around them.

      “What is this place?” He asked reverently.

      “It’s an amphitheater, lad. The Aes Sidhe would hold mock battles here. At least, that’s what Captio told me.” He seemed unconcerned, not at all overwhelmed like Croenin was. “Show me your weapon.”

      Croenin shook his head, forcing himself to focus, and raised his flail, holding it out in front of him for the large man to inspect. Saed took it from him, balancing it in his hands, before swinging it wildly. He sighed and handed it back to Croenin.

      “This, I can’t help you with,” he said, crossing his arms. “If you’d chosen a sword or even a spear I might have been able to turn you into a true fighter, but I’d probably put my own eye out trying to teach you to use one of these.”

      Croenin frowned. “What am I supposed to do, then?”

      Saed ran a hand over his face, looking off into the distance for a moment before replying, “Wait here.”

      He jogged up the steps of the amphitheater, and Croenin lost sight of him as he made his way back along the dirt path toward the keep that served as headquarters for the brotherhood. Croenin stood, taking in the amphitheater’s expansiveness once more for a few moments, before starting to swing his flail haphazardly. It felt incredibly awkward, and Croenin cursed himself for choosing such an odd weapon. No doubt Captio was hoping he’d chosen a sword or even a crossbow. He raised the flail over his head, pretending to strike someone. He realized he didn’t have nearly the same reach as he would with a sword. He would be forced to be close to his opponent due to the short handle. Great, he thought, at this rate I’ll die as soon as I step foot in that castle.

      “Well, maybe you’ll frighten a sheep like that, but no self-respecting warrior would hesitate to cut you down,” a gruff voice mocked him from above.

      Croenin turned abruptly to see Clythar, followed closely by a sullen Saed, descending the steps of the amphitheater. He blushed red, angry at the teasing, which made the yeoman laugh.

      “A flail. Not many choose ‘em. Take a lot of skill, and Saed here tells me we don’t have much time.” He stopped in front of Croenin, leaning down a bit so they were eye level. “I guess I’ll have to work a miracle, eh brother?”

      He turned his head toward Saed, and Croenin noticed for the first time a branding mark on his left cheek, a circle with two lines drawn through in an x shape. Croenin was taken aback. While some in his village branded their own individual cows to tell them apart when they let them graze as a group in the fields, he couldn’t imagine branding a person. Clythar straightened and roughly grabbed Croenin’s flail from him. Startled, Croenin gripped it tighter, yanking it away from the larger man. He glanced at Saed, who seemed amused at his show of defiance. Clythair, however, grew angry. He shoved the young man to the ground with a gloved hand, ripping the flail from his hands. Saed rushed forward, placing his hands on his brother’s shoulders.

      “Patience, Clythair! He did what any of us would do if someone tried to take our weapon from us! Don’t punish the boy for trying to defend himself.”

      Clythair merely shook him off, turning away and inspecting Croenin’s chosen weapon instead. He twisted the staff and pulled, extending the staff so it was closer to the length of a spear, twisting once more to lock it into place. Croenin and Saed watched in amazement, Croenin silently cursing himself for not realizing that aspect of his weapon sooner.

      “There,” Clythair said quietly. “That’ll give you reach and some protection.” He gripped the weapon tightly with both hands, placed one foot behind the other, and swung in an arcing motion. “Good balance, not too heavy either. You picked a good one.” He turned back to Croenin and handed him the flail. “You’ll learn to use it both ways, shortened and lengthened. Short, you’ll be swinging it like a sword, and you’ll practice with a sword first to get the movements down without the head swinging everywhere. Saed’ll be working with you with that. I prefer to keep mine lengthened, but we ought to give you a choice.” At that Saed’s face lit up. “But I’ll be teaching you how to use it when it’s long at the same time.”

      He produced his own, shortened flail that had been tucked into the waist of his trousers, extending it and holding it in front of him. While Croenin’s weapon was of a lighter-colored, less weighty wood and oryn head, Clythair’s was of a darker, heavier wood, its head obsidian. Croenin stared, never having seen a weapon made with stone before.

      “You like it?” Clythair smirked. “From my own region of Rassement. What all weapons were made of before the oryn of this region reached us. Where I got this, too.” He pointed to the branding mark on his face. “They don’t brand killers here, do they?” Croenin silently shook his head. The Faero Ursi really do accept anyone, he thought. Clythair’s grin grew, as if reading Croenin’s thoughts. “Don’t worry, I’m no criminal. Only a man who does what he must. Now, raise your weapon, like so.”

      He gripped the staff of his flail with both hands, holding it diagonally and taking a wide stance. Croenin mimicked him, frowning as he immediately felt awkward. He watched as Clythair slowly swung the staff of his weapon outward, so that the head was pointed toward Croenin. Croenin tried to do the same, and nearly fell, thrown off balance as the heavy oryn head at the end of his weapon swung wildly.

      “Don’t swing it so fast! You’ve got to get used to how the head balances,” Clythair said, rolling his eyes. “Again.”

      They repeated this motion too many times for Croenin to count, and once Clythair was satisfied, they moved on to other movements. Croenin learned to block, how to swing from overhead so only the head struck his opponent, and how to swing from the side so the head would wrap around his opponent’s neck or side. Croenin was panting by the end of it, arms burning. He had been used to heavy lifting back home, helping out at his father’s smithy and doing general farm labor, but his weeks spent pouring over parchments had done little for his physical condition, especially after being bedridden. When he saw that his pupil was spent, Clythair took the flail from him, shortening it once more.

      “That’ll do for now. Go and eat. You’ll come back here after so Saed can work with you.”

      With that the three made their way back to the dining hall, Croenin exhausted from his short training session. He sat down heavily at an empty table, putting his head on his aching arms. He didn’t know how he was going to train more this afternoon. All he wanted to do was sleep. The young man felt hopelessly weak compared to the brothers around him. I won’t last long if I can’t keep fighting for more than a couple hours, he thought. I’ll be a tired mess by the time I get to Ayne.

      “You did well, lad!” Saed startled Croenin as he plopped down on the creaking bench across from him, setting down bread and two bowls of barley soup. “You lasted much longer than I did my first time.”

      “I did?” Croenin wrinkled his nose in confusion. “I thought I did miserably.”

      “You did much better than others I’ve seen. I know your weapon is a bit lighter than others, but you held your own and control it well already.” He took a large bite out of his hunk of bread. “Next comes sparring.”

      At that, Croenin let his head drop back onto his arms. He imagined himself sparring with Claythair and being knocked to the ground almost immediately. He sighed, reaching out a hand for the chunk of bread in front of him, but was stopped when Captio burst into the dining hall. The thin man scanned the room for a moment before his eyes rested on Croenin. Walking briskly to where the young man was seated, he grasped the back of his shirt, pulling him into a standing position.

      “Come,” he said, “and bring your food with you. We have things to discuss.”

      Croenin grabbed the bowl and bread and followed in silence, not daring to speak until they were behind the heavy door of his office.

      “What happened? What’s wrong?” He asked, as Captio paced in front of the fire.

      “What’s wrong is that I was correct,” came the ambiguous answer. Before Croenin could ask any further questions, he continued. “One thing you should have come to know by now, Croenin, is that I do not like to overlook things. I am an incredibly careful person, and so far, that has paid off.” He turned and glanced at Croenin. “I’ve lost fewer men than any master of the Faero Ursi before me, and that isn’t only due to my skills as a medic. I don’t rush into situations without detailed analysis of all possible dangers, and while some think that makes me weak, it has spared lives. I told you I didn’t want to enter Gallys’ castle without understanding the situation, but now I’m not sure if we should enter the castle at all.”

      Croenin, whose hunger had overtaken him, nearly choked on his soup. Captio had promised that the brotherhood would help him “retrieve” Ayne. He couldn’t go back on that promise now. Croenin felt himself growing angry, but Captio raised a hand to silence him before he could speak.

      “We will still help you save your sister. That is not up for debate. But after what I learned this morning, I’m not sure she is in Gallys’ castle.” He picked up a sheet of parchment on his desk, glancing over it. “I received this from a brother I had sent to Rassement, in which lies the only other human-occupied castle the brotherhood knows . The ruler of the castle there, Eudyse, controls the castle and the surrounding village much like Gallys, though he shares power with his brother Lothaire. The situation described by the brother there is nearly identical to the situation here in Toque Staetym, right down to the silver-haired maid serving one of Eudyse’s daughters.”

      Croenin gasped. Had Ayne placed a decoy in one of these castles? Or is she in two places at once? Came the voice from the back of his head. He shook that notion away. That would be ridiculous, he thought. I don’t think even she could do that. Yet, part of him doubted it was impossible. After all, he had been miraculously healed not long ago.

      “So,” he asked, meeting Captio’s expectant gaze. “What’s your plan?”

      Captio smiled softly. “We change direction. You’ll continue training with your weapon while I prepare, but we leave for Gallys’ castle in a fortnight. You’ll know which girl is your sister when you see her, and we will smuggle her out of whichever castle she is in. But for us to raise no alarms entering or leaving, I must plan. Whatever power these men hold, I doubt we can face them with only our conventional weapons. I will update you with more information soon.”

      He nodded at Croenin, who took that as his cue to leave. The young man slowly made his way back to the dining hall, thinking of his sister. If she really is powerful enough to be in two places at once, what if she knows we’re coming for her. He thought back to Old Haega’s death, which he’d avoided ruminating over too long since leaving his village. Ayne had left a message, in their grandmother’s blood in what he now recognized as decryti. He briefly wondered how Raena, more importantly how his sister, had come to learn the language and then shook that thought from his head. That wasn’t important at the moment. Ayne had known that he had learned of the prophecy and that he would be searching for her. She taunted him over this. No doubt she knew that he would be coming for her soon, and he wondered how she knew these things. Perhaps she scryed like Old Haega had, with her candle flame and glass. Croenin wondered if he could do the same. He had no glass, but his own room’s fireplace should suffice. That, however, would have to wait until evening. I don’t have to think about it til then, he told himself. Just empty my mind and focus on training.

      He found using his flail like a sword much easier. He worked with Saed for a few hours, progressing quickly from copying basic maneuvers to sparring and surprising both himself and the large man.

      “I must be a better teacher than I thought,” Saed had joked, red-faced as he swung his own weapon to block Croenin’s strike. “Are you sure you’ve never trained before?”

      Croenin huffed out a “no,” and their sparring session devolved into Croenin, growing tired, merely blocking Saed’s advances. Seeing his pupil’s exhaustion, the burly man stopped and patted him on the back.

      “You’ve done well, lad. Eat and get some rest. You’ll be meeting Clythair here early tomorrow morning to train again. I will be out in the morning, so you’ll go at it alone.”

      Croenin sighed. He was not looking forward to his session with the branded brother. While he had been friendly, if a bit gruff, in front of Saed, Croenin could see the glint in his eye as he looked at him. Something was off about the man, and he didn’t know what. Maybe he just doesn’t like me, he thought. The few times he’d seen Clythair interact with the other brothers, he noticed that most avoided him beyond polite greetings. Only a few, who looked just as rough and menacing as him, were in any way friendly with the chestnut-haired man. The rowdy group could often be found in a far corner of the dining hall, huddled together and quietly talking amongst themselves, occasionally bursting into raucous laughter. Something is up with him, Croenin assumed, thinking of the branding mark on his cheek. He said he was a killer, after all. But now was not the time to think about that. Now, he would try to see Ayne.

      Croenin breezed through the dining hall, grabbing a barley roll and a turkey leg and rushing to his room.

      “Should be dark enough to light a fire and not be too suspicious,” he mumbled to himself.

      Most of the brothers in the keep knew he had started his training today. No doubt they’d assume that Croenin, tired out by the rigorous physical exercise, had merely gone to bed early. He knelt in front of the fireplace, coaxing the fire to start and smiling to himself as it roared to life. Raising his hands to warm them, he stared into the fire, unsure of how to proceed. Croenin thought back to when Old Haega had conjured an image of his sister from the flame of a candle. Had she said anything special? He asked himself. He didn’t believe so. He sat back on his haunches, narrowing his eyes as he stared and trying to focus on conjuring an image from the flames in front of him. After a while, he began to feel silly.

      “C’mon,’ he muttered. “Show her to me.” Still, nothing happened. “Show me Ayne.”

      Suddenly, a strange feeling came over him. No, no, no, no, he thought as the familiar blackness began to fill in his field of vision. He was quickly losing consciousness and, unable to fight it, felt himself falling sideways, head banging the stone floor. Instead of the nothingness he had experienced previous times, Croenin felt as if he were floating and opened his eyes to see fields, forests, and villages quickly flying past him. Blinking rapidly, he soon realized that he was the one moving, flying far above the settlements and trees below. He couldn’t move, couldn’t see himself as he tried to roll his eyes further downward, but could only allow himself to be carried forward by some unknown force.

      Croenin watched as he approached a castle, a village sitting at its feet. Both were surrounded by forest, a thick wall of trees that seemed to serve as protection from the outside world. He felt himself drop, approaching the castle’s dark stone walls at a breakneck pace. As he grew closer, he began to panic, willing himself to stop or at the least slow down. Croenin shut his eyes, waiting to slam into the stones, but that didn’t happen. Instead, as he slowly opened them, he saw that he was surrounded by stone walls, traveling much slower now down a dim hallway. It looked similar to the keep of the Faero Ursi, and he held his breath. This must be where Ayne is, he realized. Then, voices wafted from further down the hallway. He panicked for a moment as two figures rounded the corner, but as they walked past him, Croenin realized that he must be invisible.

      “I played till my fingers bled,” complained a short, squat woman in a long, red gown. She opened and closed her hands for good measure. “I thought they’d fall off!”

      “I know,” rasped her taller, tawny-haired companion. “It’s a miracle I didn’t lose my voice mid-song. Something must be wrong. I’ve never seen him so unhappy.”

      “Doesn’t give him the right to make us perform for that long,” the plump one sniffed.

      Suddenly, Croenin was shot forward. He squinted as he barreled through more walls, catching split-second glimpses of life within the castle. Every face he saw looked miserable and pale. Yet, every room was draped in tapestries, silver ornaments, and other decadent items. Even though he saw very little, he soon began to feel strange. Something is very wrong with this place, he told himself.

      “Stop!” A shrill voice startled him as he came to a halt.

      He feared he had been discovered until he realized it came from the young woman in front of him sitting on a plush canopy bed. Her face red and angry, she gripped the arm of another girl, her fingernails digging into the thin, pale arm in her grasp. Croenin felt himself swivel, and there, her arm being clasped painfully tight, was a wide-eyed, pale-faced Ayne.

      “I told you to stop! That’s enough for today!” The girl said.

      Ayne looked at her levelly, trying to keep her voice from trembling. Croenin wondered if her voice wavered in anger or fear. “Your husband said you must look your best for this evening. He has something special planned.”

      “And I told you that I’ve had enough!”

      She rose, brushing a dark curl from her face and shoving Ayne backward. Croenin watched as his sister caught her balance, curtseyed low, and mumbled “Yes, miss.” He began to move once more as she left the room, following a few feet behind her. She looked back over her shoulder at the room as the fuming girl slammed the door, suddenly smiling to herself. She began to hum, glancing around the hallway and running her hand along the stone wall. Croenin was confused. She shouldn’t have been happy with how the girl was treating her. He wondered if she was up to something. Perhaps she had wanted the girl to dismiss her, or—

      “I’m so glad you’ve figured it out,” Ayne said softly, humming once more and slowing her pace.

      Croenin’s heart leapt into his throat. Is she talking to me?

      “Yes, silly. Who else would I be talking to?” Ayne’s small smile grew. “We’re evenly matched, you and I. Though you wouldn’t think it if you’d watched us until this point.”

      What do you mean? Croenin found he couldn’t speak, but that didn’t seem to matter.

      “I mean I’m just as powerful as you, and you as me.”

      That doesn’t worry you?

      “Why should it?”

      The prophecy says that I win. I keep the Age of Oryn going.

      “The prophecy isn’t set in stone.”

      If Croenin could, he would have rolled his eyes. Isn’t that what a prophecy is? It’s something that’s supposed to happen.

      “If that were the case, you’d know much more than you do now. What’s more, you’d know that there are ways around prophecies.” She chuckled to herself. “And you’d know all the players in this game, just like I do.” Her smile fell at that, and she swallowed thickly, as if suddenly reminded of something terrible. She quickly wiped the look from her face and returned to teasing her brother.

      That makes no sense.

      “It doesn’t have to, dear brother. Not when you’ve got more than just magic on your side.”

      And what else could you possibly have?

      She stopped, then, whirling around to face him. “I have time, Croenin. I can stall and stall as long as I need to in order to set up more little games for us to play.”

      And how can you do that?

      “I make things happen. For instance, I needed more time to set things up here, so you had to stay in bed until I had everything in place.”

      You…you made me get stabbed?

      “And I can do more than that. Just you wait.” She turned and began walking once more. “Oh, it looks like our time is up.”

      With that, Croenin felt himself being pulled backward, and he began hurtling through the walls of the castle once more. Everything moved in reverse now, as he was pulled out of the castle, back over the village, and back over the settlements, trees, and villages below him. He was suddenly slammed into the stone floor of his room, coughing as the wind was knocked out of him from the force of being thrown backward.

      “There, lad, you gave us all a scare!” He heard Saed’s voice exclaim as he came back into himself.

      He was lying on his bed, the large man standing over him. Next to him stood Captio, a frown on his thin face.

      “Do you have these fainting spells often?” He asked, placing a hand on Croenin’s forehead.

      “No,” the young man replied. “This has never happened.”

      He sat up, feeling dazed. If the two men hadn’t been there, he would have cursed himself. Why didn’t I ask who the ruler of the castle was? Then came the cynical voice. And then what? Tell Captio the right castle to go to? What would you say when he asked how you knew? He had to admit, the voice was right. There was no way to point Captio in the right direction without letting him know of his strange vision, and that would open up much more than Croenin was willing to share with the man.

      “Well, perhaps we’re working you too hard. Saed tells me you’ll excel under his guidance, and I am inclined to believe him. For now, you’ll train with just Saed, alternating days. He seems more enthused about your progress than Clythair. We don’t need you to be an expert fighter for our mission, only that you’re able to hold your own should the need arise. If what Saed is telling me is accurate, you should be more than prepared by the time we leave.” He glanced at his swarthy companion. “Get some rest. You’ll see me in my office tomorrow morning. Come along, Saed.”

      With that, he left, Saed following close behind. Once his door was closed, Croenin laid down to process what had happened. He felt a little less unequal compared to Ayne, now that he knew they were equal in power. He just wondered if that meant that their abilities were the same. She makes things happen, he thought. Could I do the same? He realized he wouldn’t know where to begin, even if he could change the world around him. He stared at the ceiling, willing Saed to come and visit him, to tell him stories about his own adventurous life as he occasionally did, yet the man did not come. Maybe I can’t make things happen, he sighed to himself. He suddenly remembered a story his mother told him about the Aes Sidhe one night when he was young.

      It was a story many children knew, meant to scare them from wandering off or trying to leave the village. The story of the Two-Faced Man was an old one, probably dating back to before the Age of Oryn, back when the rare traveler was in constant danger of being accosted by the Aes Sidhe. Croenin, unable to sleep one night, had gone into his parents room and woke his mother. She took him by the hand and led him into the main room of their cottage, sitting him on her lap and beginning her tale.

      “Not long ago, during the war, a man separated from his family was journeying from one settlement to another in search of his wife and children. As he was walking through the woods, another man approached him from the opposite direction. He asked the first man for a bite to eat, but the first man, scared of running out of provisions, told him no.”

      “What did the second man do?” Croenin remembered himself asking.

      “The second man turned his head around,” his mother replied, grinning as Croenin’s eyes widened. “And he revealed another, horrifying face on the back of his head.”

      At that Croenin had hidden his face in his hands, feeling as if he might see the Two-Faced Man standing in a darkened corner of the room. He had kept his eyes closed, quickly covering his ears as his mother continued the story, though not before she told him that the Two-Faced Man also comes for naughty children who leave their beds. It wasn’t the most pleasant childhood memory, but it served as one of his earliest lessons about the Aes Sidhe, that they could bend reality to their will. Can Ayne do the same? He wondered. Can I?
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      The day of the mission arrived faster than Croenin believed it would. His decryti lessons with Captio and weapons training with Saed gave him a routine that made the time pass quickly, but even with his training he felt unprepared. He knew that the two men had done well in teaching him all they had in such a short time, and he was growing fond of them. He watched Saed as he approached the brothers outside the keep. The large man reminded him of his own father, burly and dark-haired. Croenin wondered if his own father might have been kind like Saed had he not been under Haega’s spell. The man had been so patient during their training, entirely unlike his father, who was always ready to hit him over the head for any little mistake.

      Croenin shook his head, thinking instead about his own, personal form of training when not with either of the men, lying on his bed and willing his consciousness to find Ayne. But, whenever he neared the castle she was in, he felt himself stop. He also was unable to move out past the castle, to see what lay around it. Somehow, he realized, Ayne was blocking him from seeing where she was. Sometimes, though, he would suddenly barrel forward, finding himself in her own private quarters. She would wave to him, smiling, before he was thrust back outside of the castle. He knew she was toying with him. This is all a game to her, he told himself bitterly in frustration one night after being blocked for the umpteenth time.

      Croenin put those thoughts from his head as he stood now, with Captio, Saed, and two other brothers outside the Faero Ursi’s keep. They were all outfitted in the regalia of the Faero Ursi, Croenin included. He felt awkward in the burlap pants and shirt, leather armor and gloves partially concealed by an emerald cape. On the front of  his leather breastplate was stamped the insignia of the Faero Ursi, the snarling bear. Croenin watched as two more brothers brought horses for them, and Croenin grew nervous. He hadn’t ridden since he was a child, and then it had only been his neighbor’s pony. The horse that was brought to him was larger than any horse Croenin had ever seen. In fact, he realized as he looked around, all of the horses were bigger than normal horses. Captio saw his frown.

      “They’re Beltor horses, bred originally by the Sidhe for battle,” he explained. “Be careful. They’re normally friendly but they do bite.” He swung himself up into the saddle. “And they’re carnivorous.”

      Croenin gulped and mimicked the master’s movements, nearly falling as he did so.

      “Don’t go breaking any bones before we get there!” Saed guffawed as he let his own horse trot past the young man’s.

      Croenin smiled weakly in return. He felt uncomfortable in the saddle, the hard leather already making his backside hurt. Captio and the others began to set off, so he checked his saddlebags, making sure they were belted on properly before giving his horse a soft kick. It lurched forward, settling into a slow walk, and Croenin felt a bit more at ease. I can do this, he told himself. If I could learn to use a weapon, I can do this.

      “Do they have names?” He asked Saed after a while as he came up beside the large man.

      “Of course. Mine’s is Celyre, Captio’s is Fortyre. yours Mordyre.” He paused, “Swiftness, Bravery, and…Biter.” He laughed.

      Croenin rolled his eyes. Of course they gave me Biter. “And the others?” he asked, trying to take his mind off his already stiff back.

      “You’ll have to ask them. I’m not sure actually.”

      Croenin kicked his horse once more, moving up in the small party to where a bald, dark-skinned brother named Aulys rode next to another short, wiry brother named Carus.

      “Good day brothers,” he began. Though he’d seen them around, he’d never spoken to them before.

      Some brothers were loath to speak to younger members, but Croenin could tell by Aulys’ and Carus’ good-natured grins at his awkward opening that this would not be the case. The brothers answered Croenin’s questions gladly, and soon the whole party, with the exception of the ever-serious Captio, were engaged in conversation. They rode through the forest, and Croenin listened intently to the brothers’ stories. Unlike Clythair, the two men didn’t have a criminal entrance into the Faero Ursi. Both, like Croenin, had life debts to the brotherhood, Aulys after being saved from a pack of wolves, and Carus after being abandoned roadside by his parents as a child.

      “Times were hard,” he merely said, shrugging. “They had six other mouths to feed, and I was the youngest. I was left just outside of Conclatum, so it was ensured I would be found quickly.”

      “Do you ever miss them?” Croenin had asked. Though his own parents hadn’t been very loving, he did still think of them often.

      “I barely remember them. I couldn’t pick them out from a crowd now. Most of what I remember was being hungry all the time.”

      The party was silent for a time, his statement setting a somber mood over the whole conversation, before Saed prompted Aulys to tell the story of his first mission. Both men shared stories of their own initiations after learning this was Croenin’s first time out, gleefully telling him of their own mishaps early on in their careers.

      “My third time out, I galloped after a bandit, let myself get distracted, and clothes-lined myself on a tree branch,” Aulys said, laughing.

      “You think that’s bad? I got my horse stolen my first time out alone! I had to walk from Conclatum back to the keep! Took me weeks,” Carus countered. He turned to Croenin. “Trust me, kid, you can’t do much worse than that!”

      “Hush!” Captio spoke for the first time, holding up a hand.

      The group was silent, and Croenin held his breath. He heard nothing, and glanced at the others. They all had one hand at their waists, and Croenin realized they were reaching for their weapons. He did the same, and just as he did they burst through the trees. Ten men, bottom halves of their faces covered with white cloths all ran toward them. Captio’s horse reared back, and he quickly drew his scimitar, striking one down as he lunged, dagger drawn. Carus and Saed both drew their own swords, kicking their horses and meeting the attackers head-on. Croenin whipped his head around and watched, panicked as Aulys whipped out his crossbow, taking out three with ease. He drew his own weapon, surprising himself as he thrust out his arm. The chain and head of his flail caught the arm of one of the would-be attackers, causing him to yelp in pain and drop his weapon. Croenin pulled, kicking his horse, and dragging the man behind him as he galloped forward, before turning his horse and flinging the man into a tree. He quickly rode back toward the group, where the last of the men had been subdued.

      “Everyone accounted for. No injuries,” Saed said softly.

      “Good,” Captio responded. “Well done for your first time, Croenin.”

      “Thank you,” he replied, and was silent, adrenaline coursing through his veins.

      They rode in silence for a while after that, Croenin shaking slightly, amazed at his own quick response to the attack. Though he’d done well sparring with Saed over the last two weeks, he hadn’t expected to do so well in a real fight. He’d always let his nerves get the better of him as a child, shying away from skirmishes with other boys and choosing to hide instead. He was starting to feel better about what lay before him, more confident that he would be able to hold his own in order to get to Ayne, though he refused to think about his own death. He focused instead on listening to the forest around them, falling back a bit in the group. He was still a bit on edge from the attack.

      “Captio,” he said, “How often does something like that happen?”

      “Not very often,” came the response, “it seems we were just lucky.”

      Saed snorted at that, and Aulys and Carus chuckled.

      “Calm down, lad,” the burly man told him. “There are dangers in traveling these roads, yes, but few are armed as we are and even fewer trained to fight.”

      Captio looked at Croenin steadily. “It is alright to be afraid, Croenin,” he said, “as long as you don’t let fear overtake you in the moment.”

      They rode for a few hours more until darkness began to fall. Captio halted the small party, and they dismounted, leading their horses through the trees.

      “I had hoped to get further before dark, but this will do for now,” he said, leading them into a small clearing. “We’ll stay here for the night and set off at first light.”

      Croenin frowned. “You’re not worried about wolves?”

      “As long as a fire is lit, they won’t bother us,” Saed said, putting him at ease.

      The night was uneventful, as were the next few days of travel. Captio had been right, it seemed. The most eventful parts of the day for Croenin were when they passed other travelers or other Faero Ursi out patrolling the roads. As he watched other travelers pass, carrying large rucksacks of provisions, Croenin realized he had been woefully unprepared for a long journey when he set out from his village months before. He also realized that they had yet to pass any man traveling alone. He felt embarrassed for his past self, so naïve and setting himself up for failure. I was making it easy for my sister to delay me, he thought. He briefly wondered if the masked men from the first day of their trip had been sent by Ayne, and told himself that he shouldn’t let his guard down. Nothing’s happened since, but that’s probably because she wants to surprise me. He glanced at his brothers. They all seemed relaxed, and he wondered if that stemmed from being experienced or if they too had grown complacent in watching for danger. Croenin watched Captio, who scanned his surroundings every few minutes, and felt more secure. Even if the others aren’t paying attention, we can always count on him.

      As they rode, the forest began to grow sparser around them, and soon they left the thick cover of trees behind. The road here grew more defined, growing straighter and lined with gravel unlike the winding forest path. Croenin stretched, and now that he had grown used to riding the past week, he was much less stiff and sore in the saddle. As he stretched, raising his head, he saw a small dot in the distance.

      “What’s that?” He wondered aloud.

      “That,” Captio answered, “is Conclatum. We’ll be staying in an inn there tonight, owned by a friend of the Faero Ursi.”

      At that Saed grinned. “Ah, a real inn…with real ale!” He exclaimed. “None of the watered-down stuff they try to pass off as ale in the dining hall.”

      “We aren’t going to blow off steam, brother.” Captio said slowly. “We are going for information and rest.”

      Saed rolled his eyes and smirked, whispering to the others, “So he says.”

      Croenin was silent, trying to imagine what Conclatum would be like. He had read stories on parchments given to him by Captio, telling the history of the settlement. It was one of the largest Aes Sidhe settlements, abandoned early on in the war. Humans had moved in rather quickly, setting up businesses, inns, and houses. By the time the Sidhe were completely driven out of Toque Staetym, it became the first bustling human settlement. As they approached Conclatum, Croenin’s eyes grew wide. The obsidian and oryn walls surrounding the city were huge, towering over the travelers. Captio raised a hand in greeting to the guards in the squat wooden guard house, and as the heavy gates were opened, Croenin gasped. The black stones, set in place with grey and black marbled oryn stood in stark contrast to the pale, limestone streets and buildings inside. It was beautiful, and Croenin had never seen such sophisticated architecture.

      “Stay close, lad,” Saed told him, amused at Croenin’s astonishment. “It’s a lot to take in at first, but we can’t have you getting lost because you were ogling some columns.”

      “Or the people,” Carus added, staring openly at a group of giggling women passing their small party.

      “Come,” Captio said, setting down the main road. “We have much to talk about before night falls.”

      They arrived at the inn a short time later, handing off their horses one by one to an overwhelmed stable boy around Croenin’s age. Carus stayed behind to give instructions on the care of their unique animals to the young man, and the others went inside. It was warm, Croenin noticed, and incredibly homey. The low ceilings of the building reminded him of his own cottage, but the similarities ended there. He scanned the room, taking in an array of colorful figures seated at long wooden tables, gambling and talking loudly, red-faced from large pitchers of ale. Walking through the middle of the room, balancing a platter of food and ale, was a short, older woman, her greying brown hair pulled back and partially covered under a blue scarf. She slammed down the platter at a table of already-drunk men, giving them a wary look before turning to Croenin and the brothers. Upon seeing Captio, her face lit up.

      “Well,” she crowed, “aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!” She rushed to hug him, crushing him around the waist with her thick arms. She pulled back and brushed off her apron. “It’s been months, boy!”

      Captio blushed, frowning. “I’ve had quite a bit to do since Jovius died, Fausta. I’m the master now, and I have many more responsibilities. You have to understand that I’d have come if I could.”

      Fausta sighed. “I understand,” she said softly, placing a hand on her breast. “May Jovius rest well. Sit,” she ordered and pointed to a clear table near the back of the room. “I’ll have ale and mutton brought out in a bit, and you,” she pointed at Captio, “will tell me everything I’ve missed.”

      She rushed off to the kitchen, and Croenin followed the brothers to the empty table.

      “Is she the friend you mentioned?” Croenin asked as he sat.

      “Of course. Fausta knows everything that happens in this region. Those that stay here don’t only pay their way in food and provisions, they must also pay in stories.”

      “And if you tell her something she doesn’t know, she’ll tell you one in return,” added Carus as he joined the group.

      Suddenly, Croenin understood. “You’re going to ask her about my sister.”

      Captio shook his head. “I’m going to ask about Gallys. She won’t be able to tell us if the girl in his castle is the one we are searching for, but she can give us a better idea of what we are walking into.” He paused as Fausta returned, carrying a tray weighed down with meat, bread, and ale for the table. “At least, that is my hope.”

      “Well,” she said, squeezing in between Saed and Carus, staring intently at Captio from across the table, “what do you have for me?”

      The thin man smiled sadly, and told her of the previous master’s death. Croenin had assumed that Captio had been the master for a while. Though young, he seemed so self-assured in his role, something that Croenin assumed had come from experience. Yet, Captio had only become the master a few months before Croenin’s arrival, after the previous master died of a mysterious illness.

      “I hadn’t seen anything like it,” Captio said, flexing his hands with latent frustration. He had worked tirelessly to save Jovius, but his efforts had been futile.

      “What do you mean?” Fausta asked and leaned forward, eyes wide and shining.

      “It began like a normal fever, and he complained of a headache. I prescribed bed rest and made the usual tinctures, but a week passed with no improvement. He was perpetually flushed, and constantly complained of his head feeling too hot. That was the first odd symptom.” He paused, taking a sip of ale.

      Croenin watched Aulys, Carus, and Saed. All three looked somber, and Saed looked somewhat angry, frowning as he stared at the table.

      “And the other symptoms?” Fausta asked.

      “He started bleeding from the mouth, then eyes, then ears. I thought it was perhaps the same sickness that plagued that village in the east a few years ago, but then his fingertips began to turn black. From there, the blackness spread, and soon his extremities were consumed. He died like that, limbs and face blackened.” He looked up at Faustia. “Have you heard of anything like it?”

      “No, I’m sorry, but I haven’t,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry Captio. I’m sorry for all of you. He was a great man, and his time here ended far too soon.”

      The table was silent for a while, out of respect for Jovius’ memory, but Croenin was horrified. He had heard of an illness quite like that, had witnessed it himself in his village. When he was no older than ten, he had watched a mother running through the village, crying and carrying her toddler toward Old Haega’s cottage. The child’s legs had turned black below the knee, and she was unconscious, face flushed with fever. She had eaten the berries of the hyssia bush while playing with her siblings, mistaking them for blueberries. Such a mistake was deadly, and his grandmother had been unable to save the child. Croenin wondered if Jovius or one of the cooks in the keep had made the same mistake. Or did someone give them to him on purpose? Croenin frowned. No one at the table seemed to know hyssia berries existed, and he briefly wondered if they were unique to his part of the region before putting the thoughts out of his head. This wasn’t his problem. He had more important things to think of, like what he would do if Ayne was truly at Gallys’ castle.

      “Now, what can you tell us?” Captio asked, breaking the silence and startling Croenin out of his thoughts.

      “What would you like to know,” Fausta responded, a smile playing at the edges of her lips.

      “What can you tell us about Gallys?”

      “Hm, so that’s why you’re here. I can’t tell you much more than you probably already know. Not much news enters or leaves his place.” She leaned back, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I used to get people from the village near the castle doing business here all the time. Though that all stopped shortly after Gallys started parading around with that old Aes Sidhe circlet he found while trolling around that old, dark castle.”

      “What was he doing in the castle?” Carus asked, frowning.

      “What any old fool might do, letting curiosity get the better of him. Leave those old things alone, I say. Nothing good can come from touching what the Aes Sidhe left behind.”

      “You believe the circlet is the cause of what is happening there.” Captio said.

      “That I do. You know there have been whisperings,” Fausta beckoned them closer with her hand so that they all leaned in. She glanced at the rest of the room, content they were all absorbed in their own conversations before continuing. “Have you heard of humans having Aes Sidhe Blood?”

      Croenin gasped, eyes widening. He held his breath, expecting the others to notice, but they didn’t. They were all too focused on Fausta to notice his reaction.

      “I’ve heard stories,” Captio responded. “But I didn’t believe them.”

      “I think there’s more weight to them than you’d think,” she countered. “A lad passed through my inn a little over a month ago and asked that I tell no one he was staying here. I gave my word, granted that he told his story. He seemed reluctant, but gave in once I took him to the back where no one would hear.” She paused to take a sip of ale, and Captio thrummed his fingers on the table impatiently.

      “And?” he demanded.

      “And he told me that he had escaped from another Aes Sidhe castle, far in the west of Toque Staetym, where a group of men and women tried to force him to join their little group. He claimed he and the others all held Aes Sidhe blood of varying degrees, that his own great-great-great-grandfather had been a minor Aes Sidhe noble.”

      “How do you know he wasn’t lying?” Aulys asked, crossing his arms.

      “I can always tell a liar, even the best can’t get past me,” she huffed. “Either way, he had made his escape when he was sent out to collect artifacts left over from the Aes Sidhe’s time here, along with another member of the group. Sícharae, he called these items.”

      “Why would they take them? What could come of it?” Captio asked.

      “It seems that whatever Aes Sidhe used in their day to day, they left a sort of residue on, enchanting the items.”

      “Like they left a part of themselves,” Saed said quietly.

      “Exactly. If these people are trying to gather these items, they know what they are and what they can do.”

      “They might want to use them, then. To rule like the Aes Sidhe did.” Captio said, frowning. “I’ll send scouts that way. How far away is Gallys’ castle from here?”

      “About a day’s ride,” Fausta responded.

      “Do you mind me using your inn as a sort of headquarters for the time being?” Captio stood, stretching. “It seems we have two pressing matters at hand instead of one.”

      “Of course not!” Fausta grinned. “You know how much I love being in the thick of it!”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Finish quickly,” he told Croenin and the men, “when you are done, ask Fausta to show you to our rooms. We must discuss our plan for tomorrow.”

      With that he turned, following Fausta up the rickety stairs a few feet from their table. When he had gone, Saed spoke.

      “Well, you’ll be getting more of an initiation than any of us had,” he said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Croenin merely nodded silently. There were others like him and Ayne. He wondered if they had abilities like they did, and if they knew what was coming. He also felt cheated by the burden that was placed on him. Why us, he asked himself. Why me and Ayne? Why does it fall on us and not them? He had no answer, and that bothered him greatly. It didn’t seem fair that his life had to be uprooted, that his sister was taken and had set herself against him. Saed noticed his somber look and pushed a piece of mutton toward him.

      “Eat, lad, or you’ll just feel worse.” When Croenin remained silent, he pressed him. “What’s the matter? Why so quiet all of a sudden?”

      Croenin stared at him, pushing down a feeling of panic that was threatening to bubble over. “The world just got a lot more complicated,” he croaked.

      “You can say that again,” Aulys sighed, grabbing a large piece of meat for himself.

      “The Aes Sidhe may be gone,” Carus chimed in, “but they’re still messing with human affairs.”

      “We take things one thing at a time,” Saed said, trying to keep his brothers optimistic. “We focus on getting Croenin’s sister back, and then we’ll deal with this new problem. No complaining about it until after we’ve stormed Gallys’ castle.”

      “Or Eudys’,” Carus said around a mouthful of mutton. “Captio said we don’t know exactly where she is.”

      Croenin couldn’t take any more of that sort of talk, already feeling overwhelmed by the new information Fausta had revealed. He rose, telling the brothers he was going to find Captio, and headed upstairs, assuming he’d be able to find the master in the small inn on his own. As he entered the cramped upstairs hallway, he realized he had been wrong. Faced with a series of doors, he was forced to turn and head back downstairs to find the owner of the inn. As he turned, he collided with a young girl carrying a basket of linens.

      “So sorry!” He exclaimed, crouching to help her pick up the laundry. “I was just going to find Fausta.”

      The girl smiled. “You’re one of the Faero Ursi, aren’t you?”

      “I am! I mean not yet…I will be, though,” Croenin stammered.

      “Your brother is in the room at the end of the hall.” She pointed, giggling. “If you need anything else, let me know.”

      He merely nodded, and quickly made his way to the room, knocking in the pattern he had been taught.

      “Enter,” Captio called from the other side, and Croenin did, quickly closing the door behind him. “Where are the others?”

      “Still downstairs eating,” Croenin responded before sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace.

      “Hm. No matter. I don’t mind repeating our plan for them later. You know we shall all enter the castle, yes?” he asked. Croenin nodded, and he continued. “I’ll be first, snatching a guard’s clothes from him when one ventures out into the village. Saed and Carus will do the same once I am in the castle and leave a message for them on the outside, so we know that we can come and go without suspicion. You and Aulys will enter as servants. Saed will escort you in. I have peasant clothes for you both.” He glanced down at Croenin’s boots. “Those should be fine. You came to us with those, yes?”

      “I did.” Croenin fingered the side of his left boot, where the moonstone dagger was hidden.

      “Alright. Once we are inside, you’ll make your way to where the servants are housed. I’m sure Gallys thinks of himself as a true king, so he’ll want himself separate from those who serve him.” He crossed his arms, deep in thought. “When you find the girl, and if she is your sister, you will tell her to wait for us to come for her at night. I’m sure Gallys has his guards patrol, so it shouldn’t be difficult for Saed, Carus, and I to move through the castle at that time. I will pass along a message to you during the evening for when and where to meet us for us to leave. I unfortunately won’t know the best exit until we are in the castle. Do you understand all of this?” Croenin nodded. “Good. We’ll touch base in the morning. Your room is to the right of mine. Get some rest. You’ve done well these past few days.”

      Croenin left him, and fell onto the bed exhausted shortly after entering. His mind didn’t have time to race with thoughts about the mission, and he fell into a dreamless sleep.
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      Croenin awoke at dawn, light from the small slit of a window hitting him in the face. He rose quickly, realizing he was still wearing his clothes from the previous day. Shrugging, he left the room and knocked on Captio’s door. There was no answer, so he headed downstairs. Captio and the rest of the brothers were seated at a long table near the kitchen door, already eating eggs, sausages, and bread. Saed patted him on the back as he sat, smiling fondly.

      “Your initiation,” he boomed. “Are you ready?”

      “Not at all,” Croenin responded, grabbing a sausage.

      The other brothers laughed, but as the laughter died down, Captio merely said “You never really are ready to move up in ranks” and was quiet.

      Croenin, trying to take his mind off what lay before him asked “How do you become master of the Faero Ursi?”

      Captio looked up, frowning. “The previous master chooses you before his death.”

      “So Jovius chose you?”

      “In a sense. Of course, Jovius could no longer speak, and he had lost the use of his limbs. We were without a master for some weeks, as a master had never died before naming a successor, but once the key to his desk was removed from around his neck, his locked desk drawer was opened, and a sort of will was found inside.”

      “A will? I thought Faero Ursi didn’t own anything?”

      “Well, no,” Captio said, leaning back and crossing his arms. “Everything we have belongs to the brotherhood. But Jovius left a set of directions for after his death, and in them I was named his successor.” He looked down, thinking about the old master.

      “And boy was Clythair surprised.” Saed chuckled.

      “Why?” Croenin asked.

      “He expected to be next in line,” Carus answered. “He’d been close to Jovius.”

      “Close enough for Jovius to see his problems with his temper,” Aulys said, taking a sip of ale. “I heard him once hiss at the master that he couldn’t wait for him to die. If any of us did that, we would have been severely punished.”

      At that Croenin’s eyebrows rose. Clythair had murdered before. Could he have killed Jovius thinking he would be named master after? It’s not your problem, the voice in the back of his head told him once more. Yet, not saying anything felt wrong. He took a deep breath, but was interrupted by Captio.

      “Anyhow, we can’t dawdle here for much longer. Today we leave for Gallys’ castle. I rose while it was still dark to ensure the horses would be ready, and soon we set out. We should arrive in the village by evening, if Fausta was correct, and we’ll set up camp a little ways outside of it. We begin to implement my plan this evening, and if all goes well, Croenin, your sister should be out of the castle tomorrow night.”

      “Why not just get her out all in one night?” Carus asked. “Croenin sneaks to her room, leads her out, and we leave.”

      “As I told you before, Gallys most likely has his guards patrolling the castle. If an escape is to be possible, especially while smuggling out such a conspicuous girl, then we must know when the guards patrol. For that, we must watch and learn.” He stood. “Are you all finished? We must go. We don’t have much time to waste.”

      They all rose, Saed and Carys grabbing sausages for the road. Captio clasped Faustia, who was coming out of the kitchen, on the shoulder and leaned in to talk to her. Croenin couldn’t hear what he said from where he was standing, and instead chose to follow the others out to the horses. He started to offer his own horse a sausage, but Aulys stopped him.

      “Don’t be stupid, boy.” He took the sausage from Croenin’s hand and dropped it to the ground, where it was soon eaten by Mordyre. “You’ll lose your hand like that. They eat any type of meat. Remember that.”

      Croenin gulped, choosing to maneuver his way into the saddle while his horse was occupied with the sausage. The others mounted their own horses, and Captio soon joined them, kicking his horse and setting off in a gallop through the main street of the town. The brothers followed, and Croenin soon found himself dodging merchant carts and pedestrians as he made his way through the wide center street. He nearly galloped over a child before they came to the far edge of the city, where a smaller set of gates lay. As soon as those were opened they set off, riding into the deep forest that surrounded the northern edge of Conclatum. The path in this forest was overgrown with plants and branches, and Croenin felt his face being scratched by small twigs as the party slowed to a trot. He lifted a hand to his cheek, seeing spots of blood on his fingertips.

      “Not worried about that pretty face of yours, are you?” Saed asked, laughing.

      Croenin scowled, causing the large man to laugh more. The group rode without speaking until midday, when they stopped for a quick lunch. Croenin stepped further into the woods to relieve himself as the party settled on the side of the path to eat and water the horses. As he stepped behind a tree, he heard a soft noise, like a bell, coming from behind him. He turned, squinting, as he peered deeper into the dark forest. He saw nothing for a few moments until a soft green light appeared some twenty feet from him. He quickly finished up and took a few steps toward the light. It remained steady, and he couldn’t tell what could be making it. He squinted once more. It seemed to be floating close to the ground, and he took a few more steps toward it.

      Ding, the bell sound came again from the direction of the light. He continued walking toward it, but as he came within ten feet of it, it began to move away. What is that? He wondered, quickening his pace. He was jogging now, as the high, tinkling sound came more frequently now, and the light seemed to be quickening its pace. Then, it vanished. Croenin gasped. Where could it have gone? Where have you gone, came the voice from the back of his head. He looked around, realizing he could no longer see the path. You fool, he thought to himself, you’ve gone and gotten yourself lost. He turned his head to the left and then right. He was truly lost, and all because he let his curiosity get the better of him. He tried to remember which way he came from, but realized that the light had taken a somewhat winding path, leaving him completely disoriented. He started wondering if that was on purpose. Perhaps this was a trick  that robbers played to lure unsuspecting souls out into the woods. He put his hand on his weapon, readying himself for whatever was to come, but instead of an ambush, a lone figure emerged from the trees.

      “Don’t be alarmed,” a soft female voice came. As the figure stepped closer, Croenin saw she wore a long, green cloak, hiding her face. “I mean you no harm.”

      “Who are you?” Croenin asked, cursing himself as his voice shook.

      “My name is Bruta,” she said, throwing off the hood of her cloak to reveal a pale oval face with large green eyes. She nervously fingered her long, black braid. “I was sent to relay a message to you.”

      “Are you the light I saw?” Croenin asked, still fingering his flail.

      “I am,” she answered. “But that is not important. I deliver to you a message from the Maelstris Nequitum.”

      “The what?”

      The girl continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “We know of your existence and of who you are. We come as friends, willing to aid the one who shall prolong the Age of Oryn.”

      Croenin’s eyes widened. “How do you know this?”

      “We shall aid you in your destiny, but first you must aid us. Your sister is not where you currently seek her. But there you must still go.”

      “Why? If she’s not there, I—”

      “Because there are other matters at hand. Even if you fulfill the prophecy, other dangers shall come from the Aes Sidhe. We must prevent this realm from destroying itself in that case. Should you not fulfill the prophecy, and the human realm is invaded, we shall need as much help as we can get. We are on your side, Croenin. We have watched you since the day you were born through your grandmother, Haega.”

      “You knew my grandmother?”

      “Yes,” the girl said, finally answering one of his questions. “She was one of us, and she hoped you would be too, until you fulfill the prophecy, that is.”

      “I still don’t know what ‘us’ means,” Croenin said with a frown. “Or if I should even trust you.”

      “Trust us or no, that is your prerogative. We are merely others like you, with the blood of the Aes Sidhe. We have no quarrel with humans. We want them to succeed in rebuilding their realm as they see fit, as long as there is peace.”

      Croenin didn’t trust this girl. Even if there were others like him, why would they care what humans did? Why wouldn’t they want the Aes Sidhe to rule? They’d be able to use their powers freely, if the Age of Oryn were to end, not worry about humans who might want to kill them for using magic and being connected to the Aes Sidhe.

      “To the Aes Sidhe, we are abominations, accidents. Unlike you and your sister, we are too weak to be one of them, but too powerful to cower in fear as the humans did for so long.”

      “Why are we different? What did Ayne and I do to deserve this?” Croenin felt his chest rise and fall, starting to panic as the full weight of his destiny crashed down upon him. “Why can’t you and the others in the…Nequis…Mael….”

      “Maelstris Nequitum.” She finished for him. “We do not have the blood of Ollheist, the Aes Sidhe king and the most powerful of them all. You and your sister are of royal blood. The rest of us have the blood of lesser nobility.”

      “I still don’t understand how that makes us special. We aren’t the only ones in our family with Aes Sidhe blood.”

      “No, but yours has been fortified. Had your sister not killed her, Haega would have told you more. Your father is not your own, though that shouldn’t come as much of a surprise.”

      Croenin was silent, eyes wide. It was a shock, though she was right. He and Ayne looked nothing like their father, with his dark hair and eyes. He had assumed they took after their mother, but now he knew that wasn’t the case.

      “Then who is our father?” he whispered.

      “Who exactly, I cannot tell you,” she replied. “He is of the Aes Sidhe, that is certain. Ollheist would have picked one of the nobility, someone powerful but with no ambition to usurp him or his heirs.”

      Croenin’s head was spinning. He and his sister were designed for this. They hadn’t been chosen by fate, but created by blood. This was an elaborate game, he realized. It wasn’t a sophisticated game, as his sister was trying to make it out to be, but a gamble, with the Aes Sidhe hedging their bets. He breathed in deeply, trying to calm himself.

      “So, what do you want me to do?”

      “You know already of the sícharae. The story was planted in the inn by one of our own for you to hear.”

      “Yes,” Croenin replied slowly. Maybe this is a sophisticated game, after all, he thought. “Fausta told me and the other Faero Ursi the story.”

      “Gallys thinks himself a king, though his power comes from the sícharys he wears on his forehead and not his own abilities. This is not the only Aes Sidhe item he owns. Sícharae lose their power over time, as the energy infused in them dwindles with use. Underneath the castle, in a room used previously to torture those Aes Sidhe who went against the king’s rules and wishes, lies an oryn box. Inside are a ring and a brooch, both silver inlaid with moonstone. Those you must retrieve before leaving the castle. We shall find you and take them to a safe place once you do.”

      “How do I know you won’t use them like Gallys is?” Croenin asked, crossing his arms.

      “These items will cause untold suffering if they are used by humans. It is hard for you to believe, I know, but there are those who want good for this world. Do this for us, and we will aid you with our own power when the time comes for you to fulfill your destiny.”

      Croenin set his jaw, looking down at the ground. He toed a dandelion, mulling over what he was just told. My father is one of the Aes Sidhe, he thought. Why didn’t Old Haega tell me when she told me about the prophecy? Why didn’t she tell me there were others like me and Ayne?

      “Think over all I have told you. You do not have much time to decide, but I understand you may need to weigh your options carefully.” She pulled her cloak back over her face, and began to retreat back into the darkness of the forest. “Turn to your left and walk straight. You will find your friends as you left them.”

      With that, she was gone. Croenin did as she said and began walking, noticing that the trees did grow a little sparser as he did. He soon was back on the path, and he saw the small traveling party just ahead of him.

      “I thought you may have gotten lost,” Captio said dryly as he sat down by Saed.

      “I just took a walk to clear my head,” Croenin responded. “This mission is a lot of pressure.”

      “That it is. Try to keep a level head.” Captio handed him a water skin that was nearly empty. “Much of this mission depends on you, but don’t let that scare you. As long as you have your wits about you, you will be fine.”

      “And if something does go wrong, if you fight like you did on the first day of our journey, you’ll definitely be fine,” Saed told him, grinning.

      They finished up their lunch and mounted the horses once more, Croenin narrowly dodging a nip from Mordyre as he approached.

      “Easy, easy,” he said, avoiding another attempt to bite off a finger. “Hold still!”

      He mounted quickly, grabbing the reins to keep his horse from turning its head and following as Captio and the others set off. As they rode, Croenin’s mind began to wander once more, and he thought about what the girl said. He wondered if his father knew, or if he, like Croenin, had thought the children merely looked like their mother. He wondered if his real father, the mysterious Aes Sidhe noble, ever thought about him and his sister. Are Aes Sidhe capable of love? He asked himself. Most said no, that Aes Sidhe only lived for beauty and pleasure. Not much was known about their inner lives, whether they married like humans did or if they raised children. There were no legends about young Aes Sidhe, and Croenin doubted if they even existed. He supposed most were “born” as adults, ready to stave off the dangerous boredom that caused them to make the trouble they did.

      And Ollheist, the king of the Aes Sidhe, also consumed his thoughts. Croenin found it odd there were no legends about him. If he was the most powerful Aes Sidhe of all, how had he not made it into the war stories? The Aes Sidhe had sent their most powerful to fight the humans, he had been told. He had heard the stories of Grimthand, Aes Sidhe general who would curl the earth beneath the feet of human soldiers, causing the earth to ripple and crack, dropping them into the dark abyss below the ground. All children were also told of Yrcéni, the warrior whose spear would leave his hand, curving through battlefields and taking out twenty men at once as it hurtled through them. Not to mention, Óengard, another general who caused an eclipse mid-battle blocking the sun completely and plunging the battlefield into darkness, so his men could slaughter humans at will. Yet, the most powerful Aes Sidhe of all was mentioned nowhere. Had he perished in the war? That wasn’t likely. Had humans killed the King of the Aes Sidhe, the warrior who struck the death blow would have had his praises sung for centuries to come. Croenin was so lost in thought, that he didn’t notice his party had stopped.

      “Watch out, lad!” Saed’s voice startled him out of his thoughts, and he yanked the reins just before his own horse was about to overtake Captio’s.

      “We’re as close to the village as we can get without them noticing outsiders have arrived,” Captio said, staring fixedly at Croenin. “Now is the time we must be careful and stay alert.”

      He dismounted and led the small party off the path and into the trees. After a short walk, they came to a small clearing. Saed began setting up a fire, but Aulys stopped him.

      “They’ll see the smoke from the village. We’ll have to make do without it. Either way, we won’t be here long.”

      “He’s right,” Captio said as he handed a piece of dried meat to Carus. “We can’t draw attention to ourselves now. We wait for dark. “He looked up to the pale, orange patch of sky visible through the treetops. “Under the cover of night we’ll sneak into the village and castle. Rest for now. Eat if you’re hungry. I’ll wake you when the time comes.”

      “I’ll stay awake with you,” Carus offered, but Captio shook his head.

      “No, you know me. I need very little sleep. I need you all at your best for this to go well. Please, rest.”

      Carus nodded and joined Croenin and his brothers. They had tied the horses, Croenin making sure to tie Mordyre far enough away so that it wouldn’t try to bite anyone while they rested. As he lay down near the others, he had an idea. Taking care to make sure his position was comfortable, he thought to himself, Show me Gallys’ sícharae under the castle. He jolted out of his body, rising above the camp quickly, and rocketing over the treetops. He swiftly passed the village and nosedived as he came to the castle wall, racing through the thick stones and into darkness. He closed his eyes at that point, trying to stave off the dizziness from moving so fast, when he felt himself stop.

      Croenin opened his eyes, and before him was a small wooden table, on top of which sat a box unmistakably made of oryn. The characteristic marbling of the metal shone in the dim light that he realized came from a torch. Gasping, he quickly noticed the person standing on the other side of the box. He followed the hand holding the torch up to a gaunt, pale face with deep, hooded black eyes. The face wasn’t old, but it looked wan and stretched, as if it had suffered nothing but hardship. Sitting on top of that face, nestled among scraggly salt-and-pepper hair, was a silver circlet, fashioned into a crown of leaves, with a teardrop of moonstone falling onto the wearer’s forehead. This must be Gallys, Croenin told himself. He watched as Gallys slowly opened the box, removing a silver ring, carved into a similar leaf pattern as the circlet and inlaid with tiny blue moonstones all around its circumference. Gallys smiled as he inspected it in front of the torch, and then gingerly placed it back in the box. Next, he removed the silver brooch, this one shaped like a tree with many branches, with a small oval of moonstone at the center. Just as with the ring, he examined it before placing it once more into the oryn box.

      “All safe,” Gallys whispered to himself before closing the box.

      Croenin watched as the gaunt man left and soon felt himself being drawn backward. He was pulled back out of the castle, over the village and treetops, and down once more, slamming into his body. He sat up abruptly, gasping for breath and startling Saed, who lay not far from him, and the other two brothers.

      “By the heavens, lad, what’s wrong?” The burly man exclaimed, making his way over to Croenin.

      “Nothing,” he responded. “I think I just started having a nightmare.”

      He shook off the brother’s hand and laid back down, and the others merely shrugged and did the same. Croenin realized that if he wanted to use his power, he would have to be much more careful in the future. He sat up slowly once more, realizing that Captio hadn’t reacted to his return to his body. He looked around and didn’t see the slender, dark-haired man. Standing, Croenin crept past the other brothers, who lay once more with their eyes closed, to search for Captio. He stood and listened a moment, and, hearing nothing, decided to walk around the perimeter of the clearing. Just as he was about to enter the treeline, he heard Captio’s voice.

      “Where are you going?” The man said as he emerged from the trees.

      “I was looking for you. I saw you were gone.”

      “Not gone,” came the response. “Patrolling. You seem restless.”

      Croenin nodded. “Nerves I guess. I want to find my sister, but I don’t want to mess this up. I know I can fight, but what if I freeze up once we get in there? Or what if I’m too suspicious and they know I’m not a servant?”

      He hoped that would throw Captio off. The thin man approached him and put his hands on Croenin’s shoulders.

      “Would you like to hear about my first mission? Like yours it was more dangerous than the usual initiation.” He sat, leaning against a tree, and Croenin did the same. “Jovius took me out into the field, just the two of us. He wasn’t master yet, he was a scout, relaying and trading in information. I was to be his backup, which put a heavy burden on my shoulders from the outset. Yet, he trusted me. Of course, I had trained in combat for longer than you have, though seeing you on that first day, I don’t think that meant much. You’re a fast learner.”

      “Did Jovius teach you how to use a sword too?”

      “No, one of the other brothers did. Though, he’s passed on now.” Captio was quiet for a moment. “But, my first mission was to deliver a message to a small Faero Ursi outpost in the north, at the border between Toque Staetym and Uqolelle. There had been a supposed Aes Sidhe sighting in the northern region, and we were sent in to gather more information.”

      “An Aes Sidhe sighting?”

      “Yes, some still pass back and forth between the worlds. Why do you think parents still warn their children not to step into fairy rings or stray too far from villages? It’s why most travelers refuse to make journeys alone.” He glanced at Croenin, an eyebrow raised in admonition. “As it turns out, this wasn’t just a simple sighting, as the brothers had made it seem. This was a settlement being tormented.”

      “What do you mean?” Croenin sat up, eyes widening.

      “The villagers were hallucinating, seeing little brown sprites ransacking their things. Some starved to death because they saw all food as being infested with maggots. One disemboweled himself to make the whispers in the shadows stop.” He frowned.

      “I thought the Aes Sidhe couldn’t do anything to villages. Isn’t their magic stopped by the oryn in the walls?”

      “Unlike us, those in Uqolelle never inhabited the Aes Sidhe villages. They see them as cursed and remain nomadic. They set up settlements for a few weeks and then move on. It’s what kept them alive while the Aes Sidhe ruled, though what almost wiped them out when the war came.”

      “So, what did you do?”

      “We hunted down the Aes Sidhe causing it.”

      Croenin gasped. He hadn’t heard of anyone killing one of the magic beings since the war. He stared at Captio, who seemed lost in his memories.

      “How?” was all he could ask in amazement.

      “We knew by the strength of the illusions that it had to be close by. Jovius guessed correctly that it was in the settlement itself.”

      “But no one noticed?”

      “Sometimes, in the old days, Aes Sidhe would disguise themselves as humans, tormenting villages and settlements for months or even years before action was taken. But, they tend to have a weakness when transforming into humans. Oddly, they never get it quite right for all their mastery of illusion. There’s always one feature that is off in some way.”

      “So, you examined everyone for something strange.”

      “Exactly. It was I who found the perpetrator, a young boy of around four years of age, absolutely doted on by his mother and grandmother. But even they, who saw him every day, did not seem to notice that one of his ears was crooked, leaning back too far compared to the other. If they did notice they likely wrote it off as a birth defect, but as soon as I told him he’d been found out, that we knew he was a changeling, he started to transform, trying to grow to his real height, limbs stretching. I killed him with my own sword before he could.” He patted the oryn handle with a gloved hand. “Jovius told me to tell no one, and now I that I am telling you, I must ask you to do the same when we return to the keep.”

      “What happened to the real child?”

      “No one knows. Either taken to the Unknown where the Aes Sidhe now reside or killed and left for animals to eat.”

      Croenin shuddered. “But why don’t you want anyone to know you killed an Aes Sidhe? Shouldn’t the brothers know they’re still out there?”

      “I’d have a mutiny on my hands if all brothers knew they might have to face an Aes Sidhe. All are terrified by the legends, and the rest are only tasked with mundane menaces. Only a select few know the danger and my story. That is why they were chosen for this mission. When I heard that Gallys and Eudys were controlling their people in this strange way, I knew it was magic and related to the Aes Sidhe. I just didn’t know how until Fausta told us.”

      Croenin nodded slowly. Captio knew more about the Aes Sidhe than he had suspected. He wished he could tell Captio about the secret mission he had been given, ask him for his thoughts on what Croenin should do. But he needed Captio to trust him if he were to get to Ayne, and he kept silent. He stood as Captio did the same, stretching and waking up the others. Night had fallen swiftly, and it was much harder to see in the darkness all around them. Croenin looked around in the quickly dimming light. The only illumination came from a nearly-full moon, which was still low in the sky and obscured by the thick blanket of treetops.

      “No torches, then?” Carus had asked, but Captio shook his head no.

      “If anyone is watching, they’d see them as soon as we left the forest.”

      “And the horses?” Saed asked, giving his own a pat on the nose.

      “I arranged for the stable-boy from the inn to follow later and care for them while we are gone. Since we are close to the path, he shouldn’t have too much trouble finding them. He knows he’ll be paid handsomely.” Carus responded.

      “It seems that we are ready. Croenin, Aulys, you can go ahead and change. Remain hidden at the edge of the village until we come for you.”

      With that, Captio, Saed, and Carus left to hunt for guards whose clothes they could use.

      “We’ll wait here for a bit and then follow,” Aulys told him. “Let’s give them some time so that should they be spotted and captured we can serve as backup.”

      Croenin hadn’t thought of that. He trusted in Captio’s abilities, but Aulys was right in being prepared to step in. So they sat in the clearing, until the moon was directly overhead. Captio had gathered as much information as he could from his inside source. What happened to that brother? Croenin asked himself. Surely Captio would have included him in the plan. Or was the brother to remain as a spy, and Captio didn’t want to involve him in case they aroused suspicion? He didn’t have much time to think on this as Aulys, now dressed as a peasant, beckoned him to follow silently.

      They crept toward the village, whose oryn and stone wall glinted in the moonlight. It reminded Croenin of his own village, and he was surprised by the sudden pang of homesickness that shot through his heart. He quickly stuffed the feeling down and focused on Aulys’ dark form moving swiftly in front of him. Between the forest and the village lay a large swath of moorland, with nothing to hide them. They were forced to move quickly, as lingering too long would give any guards patrolling the village a greater chance at spotting them. Croenin wasn’t sure how long it took them to cross the flat land, but it felt like an eternity as he held his breath, waiting for a guard to raise a cry of alarm.

      That didn’t happen, though, and they made it to the village wall in peace, Aulys grinning as they crouched low to avoid being seen.

      “Not bad,” he whispered from beside Croenin. “I’ll go over the wall first, then you.”

      Croenin nodded and watched as the brother hoisted himself up and over the stone and oryn wall before doing the same. Once on the other side, Croenin frowned. The village looked nearly identical to his, and he had a strong feeling of deja-vu as he followed Aulys down the main path and past the village center. The only difference between this village and his, he realized, was the huge stone castle looming over the other side. His visions didn’t do it justice, and his mouth dropped open as he took in the sheer enormity of the large stone building.

      When the Aes Sidhe king built his castles, he used the stones most plentiful in each region to do so. Toque Staetym had an abundance of obsidian, and the black stones reflected the white light of the moon in an eerie but awe-inspiring way. The turrets that rose up from the large, domed center of the castle reached higher than any building Croenin had ever seen, and stretched upward into the sky as if trying to touch the moon itself. He saw no light coming from within, and the castle looked as if it were carved from the blackness of the night sky. It would have been invisible in the darkness, had the moon’s light not reflected off it.

      “C’mon boy, we can’t stay here all night.” Aulys whispered, shaking him out of his stupor.

      Croenin blinked rapidly and followed, pausing every so often to hide behind cottages as guards passed. Captio had been right. Gallys wasn’t taking any chances in ensuring no one did anything he didn’t approve of. No wonder he looked so tired, Croenin thought, thinking back to his vision. He’s probably paranoid about the villagers trying to overthrow him. He and Aulys waited, before making a dash to the gates that lay on the opposite end of the village, between them and the castle. These and the wall attached were fashioned out of silver in a filigree pattern and were no doubt left over from the Aes Sidhe that had inhabited it. On the point of one of the loops of the gate’s pattern was a slip of parchment. Croenin plucked it off the point. All clear. Head to back of palace, wooden door with two horizontal lines. Knock softly, He read silently, nodding at Aulys. Captio and the others worked much quicker than he’d expected.

      Scaling the fence was difficult, especially without drawing attention to themselves, but they managed it. Croenin feared falling or impaling himself on one of the sharp points at the top of the gate, but with Aulys’ help, he made it over unscathed. They crept around to the back of the castle, hiding themselves on the side of the dark wall as they saw shadows of guards patrolling the outside. Croenin did not breathe as two men in black capes passed them, walking in unison, swords strapped to their waists. When the guards’ footsteps had faded away, Croenin and Aulys moved once more, taking care to silence their footsteps as much as possible. At the back of the palace was the door, just as the note described it. Croenin glanced back at Aulys, who nodded, and he knocked in the pattern he used with Captio, three soft raps, a pause, then one more. The door opened slowly, and Croenin and Aulys stepped into the darkness inside, only to feel rough hands grab them and cloth thrown over their heads.
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      Croenin couldn’t see. All he could see was blackness due to the cloth over his head, and his arms were pinned behind his back by an inhumanely strong grip. He was being dragged, and his feet barely touched the ground as his toes slid along a stone floor. His flail was taken from him, and he had no way of fighting off whoever had a hold on him. Where he was being taken, he didn’t know, and he assumed Aulys was experiencing the same treatment. He heard nothing but the heavy breathing of whoever was holding him and the sound of his boots trailing along the stones. He tried to turn his head, but when he did, another hand came to grip the back of his neck, keeping it down and front-facing. He tried pushing his head upward, tried yanking his arms out of the deathly tight grip, but to no avail. He let himself be dragged for a while, before trying once more to free himself, thinking that he might catch his captor off guard. He didn’t, and earned a blow to the back of the head for his efforts.

      He was then pushed forward, falling roughly on the hard floor. His cheekbone collided with a stone, and he groaned. What is happening? He asked himself. Where are Captio and the others? His questions were soon answered when the cloth was abruptly ripped from over his head, and he saw his brothers standing beside a large stone seat, glassy-eyed. He stared in confusion, looking around to see Aulys brought in by a guard and roughly thrown to the ground next to him. The cloth over his head was removed, and he looked at Croenin, frowning.

      “Well,” a rasping voice came from behind them. “It seems that I have visitors. It only seemed appropriate to welcome them properly.”

      Croenin whipped his head around as Gallys entered the room, walking between him and Aulys as he made his way to his throne. He sat heavily, exhaustion apparent in his pale face. The bony man leaned forward, wide eyes staring at Croenin.

      “I’ve never seen anything quite like you before!” he crowed. “Golden hair is quite a rarity these days.” He pointed to the tapestry at the far wall of the room, a scene of Aes Sidhe sitting in a meadow and playing instruments. Two of the Aes Sidhe had hair like Croenin’s, light and curling. “They used to dye it that color, you know. They were so jealous of those fair-haired humans born with it. Killed them by the droves out of envy, you know.” He laughed, a choking, gasping sound. “They were such capricious creatures. Much like me.” He grinned, eyes glinting with madness.

      Croenin said nothing. He knew that he should be afraid. This man thought himself a king, thought himself at the level of the Aes Sidhe in power. But, Croenin thought to himself, he’s just an insane man playing dress-up. He wondered if the man had lost his wits before using the sícharys, the circlet, that sat upon his head, or if the item had made him this way. He was right, in a way. This would-be king was most likely just as unpredictable as the Aes Sidhe. Croenin glanced at Captio and his brothers who, like the other guards of this castle, were obviously under Gallys’ influence.

      “What do you want from us?”

      It was Aulys who spoke up, chest heaving with anger. He knew the danger that came with entering this place, but couldn’t control himself at seeing the master and his brothers in such a state. Gallys merely laughed, standing shakily and walking toward Aulys. Aulys tried to stand, but the gaunt man was too quick, lunging toward him and laying his hand on the brother’s head, grinning madly. Aulys tried to shake him off, but Croenin saw his mouth drop open and his eyes glaze over. Gallys laughed to himself and took his place on the throne once more.

      “Now, you and I can talk without being interrupted. You seem like a much better conversationalist than your friends. Much more level-headed.” He leaned forward his smile stretching his thin cheeks. “What do you want from me?”

      “What do you mean?” Croenin’s frown deepened.

      “I mean, why are you here? Faero Ursi wouldn’t just break into a castle without reason. What is your aim?”

      Croenin glanced at the brothers around him, letting his eyes fall on Captio last. A plan had entered his head suddenly, but it would require him to tell the truth. He wondered if the brothers could hear him, and in the end, he decided to ask.

      “Of course not,” came the reply. “Their minds are mine, and mine alone. I saw into them to get what I needed and made them completely blank for me to put whatever I want into them, or see through them. My guards are my eyes. How do you think I knew you were coming? You were smart not to use torches to navigate, but there’s no hiding on the moor in the moonlight. So tell me, why are you here?”

      Croenin took a deep breath and knew that there was no turning back. Just as he was about to speak, to tell Gallys that he was the savior of the Age of Oryn, that mankind would fall without him, and finish with a lie about how he needed the sícharae to save the realm, everything went black. Croenin blinked rapidly, finding himself in a forest clearing, moon shining bright overhead. At the center of the clearing stood Ayne, face red with anger.

      “You idiot,” she hissed. “He would have had you killed on the spot if you went through with that hare-brained plan.”

      “Then why did you stop me?” Croenin asked, scowling. “Wouldn’t that have just made things easier for you?”

      “Perhaps,” she mused. “But that would be no fun. If you are to die, I want to be the one who will kill you, directly, with no intermediaries.”

      Croenin rolled his eyes. “Then what should I do?”

      “Lie through your teeth, tell him you heard of his power from your own small village, infiltrated the Faero Ursi to get safe passage to his castle, and want to serve at his side.”

      “Even if he believed that, why would he want me?”

      “Because you have power others don’t.”

      Croenin cocked his head, staring at his sister in disbelief. “You want me to reveal myself? Are you crazy?”

      “Your brothers can’t hear you. He said as much.”

      “How do you know he won’t kill me on the spot? He might see me as competition.”

      “I’ve been watching him for a while, brother. His desire for power far outweighs his fear of the unknown.” Ayne started pacing around him.  “Why do you think he’s killing himself with that circlet?”

      “He’s dying?’

      “Oh yes. Not anytime soon, of course, but his life has been shortened tremendously.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Open your eyes, Croenin, and maybe you can see what I see.” She walked toward him, placing a hand on his chest. “Make your choice. You don’t have much time.”

      With that, the forest faded around him, and he was in Gallys’ castle once more, kneeling on the stone floor. He stared up at Gallys, who was still leaning forward, staring at him with his large, black eyes.

      “Well, boy, why are you here? I haven’t got all night?” Gallys ran a hand over his pale face. “Spit it out.”

      Croenin repeated exactly what Ayne told him that he should say, but Gallys merely laughed. He silently cursed Ayne for putting him in this position, but he didn’t expect what happened next.

      “Prove it.”

      Croenin was taken aback. “What?”

      “Prove you have these ‘powers’ and I’ll let you live.” Gallys leaned back on his stone seat, crossing his arms. “I’ll even consider having you by my side as I rule Toque Staetym.”

      Croenin’s mind raced. Then he had an idea. It was risky, and he risked Gallys’ anger, but it would be proof. He took a deep breath and met the intense, dark gaze.

      “There is a box underneath this castle that holds two items that belonged to the Aes Sidhe. A silver ring and a silver brooch.”

      Croenin watched as Gallys’ pale face lost even more color, and the left side of his face twitched in anger.

      “H-How could you possibly—”

      “I can see things others can’t. I could be your eyes, see your enemies before they come, watch over the village to make sure no one is planning anything against you.”

      Gallys’ face quickly moved from anger to euphoria as the advantages of having Croenin’s power to himself ran through his mind. He stared off into the distance, a smile stretching his face in a way that looked painful to the young man watching him. Croenin knew that he had him and relaxed, sitting back on his haunches. Ayne had been right after all. Then, Gallys whipped back into the present moment, dark eyes focused on Croenin.

      “Praetys!” He called, and the guard that had escorted Croenin into the throne room stepped forward. “Place our guest in a room on the third floor and make sure that he is secure. The rest of his friends shall stay in the rooms below the castle until I decide what I want to do with them.”

      With that, he stood, approaching Croenin and taking his face in his rough hands.

      “What a treasure to add to my collection.” Gallys grinned, patting his face once before turning on his heel and leaving, two guards trailing him.

      Croenin was roughly dragged up a spiral set of stone steps and tossed into a small room. It felt like a cell, though the plush bed taking up nearly half the room and the desk shoved into the corner said otherwise. He stretched, grimacing as he felt his shoulders protest from being wrenched by the guards. He tried the door to his room, half-heartedly. Locked, he thought, of course. I’m just another síchararys to him, to use when needed and locked away when not. He flopped down on the bed, turning his head to look out of the small slit window that was his only source of light. He could see the village down below and the movements of guards marching together in time around the perimeter of the castle and through the paths of the village.

      Croenin sighed. There was no escape from this place, not unless he could figure out a way to unlock his door. He bit his lip, mulling over his options, and realized that he had no choice. He lay down on the bed, taking a few deep breaths to calm himself before whispering.

      “Show me the sícharae.”

      He felt the familiar pull, and was soon below the castle, where Gallys was carrying the oryn box to another room. As Croenin followed behind the scrawny would-be king, he realized that they were walking through a labyrinth with rooms attached to the maze in a random jumble of confusion. How Gallys knew where he was going, Croenin didn’t know, and he tried to memorize the path the man followed. It was no easy task, and he was grateful when Gally finally stopped in front of a room with a bird carved on the door. Gallys banged the door open, hurriedly placing the box on a small wooden table inside, before closing the door quickly behind him. The man looked around, wild-eyed and for a moment Croenin feared that Gallys felt him watching, but his fears subsided when the man merely rushed back out of the Labyrinth. Croenin’s consciousness remained with the sícharae for a moment before racing back to his own room above.

      He sat up immediately, still not used to the feeling of slamming into his body. Coughing, he stood and began to pace, then, an idea. He searched the small desk, gasping with relief when he found what he was looking for. He took out the piece of parchment and a small engraver, tracing the path that Gallys took in the labyrinth in black chalk before he forgot. He rolled up the piece of paper and stuck it in his boot, next to the moonstone dagger. That taken care of, he now had to figure out how to get out of his room and break Gallys’ hold on Captio and the others.

      He put his ear to the thin wooden door and heard heavy breathing coming from beside it. A guard, he thought, perfect. He smiled to himself. He wasn’t much of an actor, but his meager skills would have to do. He staggered away from the door, letting himself drop to the cold floor with a cry. On cue, the guard burst in to check on him, leaning over his prostrate form. Croenin pretended to be unconscious, and waited until the guard was close to strike. Then, just as the guard knelt over his body, his arm jabbed upward, stabbing the man in the stomach with the moonstone dagger. No one had thought to search him for another weapon once they took his flail. With this guard incapacitated, Croenin knew he didn’t have much time.

      He rushed from the small room, down the spiral staircase, continuing to make his way down below the castle. He pulled out the small sheet of parchment, squinting in the dim light of the torch on the wall as he came to the entrance of the labyrinth. Croenin grabbed the torch, entering the maze and hoping his drawing was correct. He heard footsteps in the distance and realized that Gallys or his men were coming for him. He began to jog, following the path he had etched into the parchment. He, in his panic as the footsteps grew closer, nearly passed up the door. He doubled back, fiddling with the knob before bursting into the small cell. There, as his visions told him, was the small oryn box.

      Croenin rushed to the box and placed his hands on the lid before recoiling, hands burning. He cursed quietly before folding his sleeves over his hands and trying once more. The pain wasn’t nearly as bad, though he knew he couldn’t fiddle with the clasp too long before he would be forced to stop once more. He fumbled with the clasp before pushing the lid open, and sighed with relief as he saw the sícharae that lay inside. He debated with himself for a moment before putting on both the silver ring and brooch, tracing a finger over the leaf pattern of the ring before remembering that he didn’t have much time. He closed the box and left the room, closing the door silently behind him. The footsteps were closer, and he walked deeper into the labyrinth, realizing that he had no further plan besides finding the other Faero Ursi.

      His only goal at the moment was getting farther from the footsteps. He knew that once Gallys found him he was as good as dead. He didn’t know where he was going or how long he ran down the winding paths of the labyrinth, but after a while, he heard no more footsteps behind him. He ducked into a small cell, hanging his torch on a notch on the wall. If Gallys’ men were still after him, he did not have much time, and he quickly laid down. Show me Captio and the others, he mouthed. Instead of the familiar pull, he felt his feet going numb. He opened his eyes and looked down, seeing himself fade out of existence. He had no time to voice his surprise before he winked back into existence in a different cell, where Captio, Carus, Aulys, and Saed were huddled. Saed shouted in surprise as Croenin appeared, and Aulys and Carus merely stared, mouths agape. Captio, while surprised, took note of the ring and brooch Croenin now wore and understood.

      “This was a very foolish move, Croenin,” Captio said, face stern.

      “Foolish?” Saed hissed. “We’re now evenly matched with the lunatic upstairs! Can you poof us out of here or whatever you did to get in here?”

      “And once we’re out, then what? Gallys will have his men hunting us down wherever we go.” Captio crossed his arms. “As much as I hate to leave those things in his hands, we may have to, until we have more backup that is.”

      “Then how should we get out of here?” Carus asked, rolling his eyes. “Face it, Captio, we can’t afford to be cautious now. Who knows when Gallys might decide to kill us out of boredom or paranoia.”

      Captio sighed, looking down as he weighed the options. “Alright. You’re right. We don’t have a better option. I just know this will come back to haunt us, though.” He turned to Croenin, sighing wearily. “Can you get us out of here with those?” He cocked his head. “Soon preferably, because I hear footsteps approaching. No doubt Gallys has realized his ‘treasures’ are gone.”

      “I can try,” Croenin responded. “Try holding onto me,” he told the brothers, waiting for them to comply. Once they did he closed his eyes and focused. “Take us back to the forest…with our weapons!” he added as an afterthought.

      He opened his eyes, watching with relief as they all began to fade, smiling to himself as he saw his brothers’ shocked faces at their quickly disappearing forms. Just as he winked out of existence, Gallys’ men burst into the cell, with Gallys himself at the forefront of the group. The last thing Croenin saw was the gaunt man’s face, even paler than usual with anger, before he faded back into existence in the small clearing they had made their camp in. The men let go of Croenin, letting themselves breathe for a moment with relief. Croenin laughed to himself, thinking it was a miracle that his half-formed plan had worked. He smiled and turned to face Captio, who raised his sword to Croenin’s neck. The others stood in shock, holding their breaths.

      “How did you know where the sícharae were?”

      “W-what?” Croenin thought Captio would be grateful for his use of the objects.

      “They were in the labyrinth we were locked in. How could you have possibly found them?”

      “I…I guess I got lucky.” Croenin didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t expected this turn of events.

      “There is no getting lucky. Gallys wouldn’t have hidden them in a place where they could be easily found.” He placed the very point of his sword against the soft skin of Croenin’s neck. “These are what we are here for, aren’t they?”

      “Of course not! We came for—”

      “For your sister, yet when we escaped you didn’t mention her. You already knew she wasn’t there. You came only for the sícharae. No wonder you looked so shocked when Fausta mentioned them,”

      Croenin silently cursed himself. He thought Captio hadn’t noticed his reaction, but of course he had. The man noticed everything. He had no choice, he thought, but to try to convince the slender man of his innocence.

      “You’re right.”

      The others gasped. He glanced at Saed who stared back, obviously hurt his pupil betrayed him.

      “But only partly,” Croenin added.

      Captio frowned. “Explain.”

      “I saw Gallys’ daughter and her maid peek out of their room as I was being dragged to my own cell. So, I knew my sister wasn’t in this castle.”

      “Even if that’s true that doesn’t explain how you found the sícharae,” Captio said slowly, menacingly.

      He’s right, Croenin thought to himself, part of him hoping that Ayne would intervene once more. When nothing happened, he decided to tell the truth, hoping that if the brothers decided to kill him it would at least mean that Ayne stepped in once more.

      “You can take the sícharae off me, I won’t try to flee, and we can sit and I’ll tell the truth. All of it.” He paused, now wanting the ground to swallow him. He had spent months with Captio and Saed, weeks with Carus and Aulys. He knew the betrayal stung. “And then you can decide what to do with me.”

      Captio nodded to Saed, who roughly removed the ring and brooch, obviously angry at Croenin for having broken his trust. He also took Croenin’s weapon, which had reappeared with him in the clearing. Once they were removed, Captio kept the sword at the young man’s neck, waiting until he was seated on the ground to remove it. They all sat, and Croenin realized that they all kept their hands on their weapons, ready to strike him down should he make any sudden movements. He looked down, throat burning as fear bubbled up.

      “Speak. Tell your truth,” Captio commanded.

      Croenin took a deep breath. “I knew where the sícharae were because I have certain…abilities.”

      He looked Captio in the eye as he told them of power to see, his grandmother Haega, and his Aes Sidhe bloodline. He told them of his destiny and quoted the Prophecy of the old Aes Sidhe-blooded, his ancestor, made at the beginning of the Age of Oryn, reciting from memory:

      “‘Age of Oryn would be short-lived, ending with the collision of the Sun and Moon. Sun will set for the final time, bringing the Moon down with it, and a New Age will begin, with the followers of the Sun ruling over the followers of the Moon.’ My sister is the moon, and I am the sun. I stole the sícharae to help me fight her.” That last part was mostly true, Croenin told himself.

      “So, you wish to find her to kill her, to save us all.” Captio stated.

      “I know, it’s hard to believe, but that’s why I left my village. I was on my way to find her, until I got stabbed.” Croenin looked down once more. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to lie for so long, but the longer I stayed with you all, the more I felt like telling you would make you all hate me.”

      “You know that we cannot trust you from here on out,” Captio said, standing. “We return to the keep for now, and your freedoms will be severely restricted.”

      “Wait,” Croenin said as Captio began to turn away. He paused as the slender man stared at him once more, urging him to continue. “There’s one more thing I have to say. When we were at the inn, you told Fausta about Jovius’ death.”

      Captio crossed his arms. “Yes, what about it?”

      “You said his limbs turned black, right?”

      “They did…do you know something?”

      Croenin swallowed and nodded. “I saw the same thing happen in my village to a child. Her legs turned black below the knees, and—”

      “You know what caused it?” Captio’s eyes widened.

      “I do. It’s a plant that grows near my village, a bush with little red berries called hyssia. They look very similar to cranberries, but you can tell from the black spot on the bottom of them that they aren’t. If you eat a little, they aren’t poisonous, but a lot and you’re as good as dead.”

      “Oh, I’m an idiot.” Captio put a hand to his forehead. “Jovius must have eaten hyssia berries.”

      “It seems likely.” Croenin stood slowly. “I thought maybe they only grow in the south of Toque Staetym, where my village is, since you and the others didn’t think about them.”

      “Which would point to someone from the south poisoning Jovius.” Captio finished for him. “I’ll need to research this when we return.” He took a few steps toward Croenin. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “To show you I don’t mean any harm.” Croenin’s voice broke on the last word.

      He had been starting to grow fond of the Faero Ursi, and he was feeling the beginnings of brotherhood just before his mission. After a childhood of being shunned by his own parents and much of his village, they were starting to feel like the only ones who had cared for him, besides Old Haega. Captio saw the emotion in the young man’s face, and his own hard expression softened a bit. He nodded slowly, accepting Croenin’s answer, before turning away and mounting his horse.

      “I thank you. You will still be under watch, of course. We cannot, unfortunately, trust you as it stands. As brothers, we value honesty, and you have broken that bond between us. In time, you may come to mend it, but for now you must be treated as a possible threat to the integrity of the brotherhood.”

      Croenin nodded, understanding, but feeling somewhat better. He may not have the brothers’ trust, but he could prove himself once more. What’s more, he had their support in finding his sister. While Captio didn’t trust his abilities, he would be willing to gather as much information as he could on the Aes Sidhe for Croenin, as well as any information on those with the blood of the malevolent beings. Croenin felt somewhat guilty, omitting the incident with the cloaked girl in the woods, but something told him that the Maelstris Nequitum wouldn’t take kindly to having their name revealed to the Faero Ursi, even if Fausta had already alerted the men to their presence in the realm. He didn’t dwell on this too long, however, as he followed the others, mounting his horse and trying to put as much distance between them and Gallys’ castle as possible before daybreak.

      They galloped through the forest, the light of the waning moon illuminating the snaking path through the trees. At this rate, Croenin thought, we’ll get to the inn by midday. His eyes darted to the pouch at Captio’s waist, where the sícharae were hidden. With a pang of panic, he remembered that he was supposed to deliver them to the Maelstris Nequitum. He looked around him wildly, wondering if they were watching and knew that he had given the items to the Faero Ursi. He cursed himself for being so reckless in his escape plan. If he’d hidden them on his person, he realized, rather than wearing them openly, he could have avoided this problem. He couldn’t steal them now. Captio and the others would immediately suspect him should they go missing, and there would be no convincing them to hand the sícharae over to the group of the Aes Sidhe-blooded. Even he didn’t know if they could be trusted, after all. Maybe they’re safer where they are now, he thought, remembering what Captio had said during Fausta’s story. Who’s to say they won’t use them to try to take over the realm after I kill my sister?

      The brothers rode until the sun was high in the sky, arriving back at the inn sore and exhausted. Fausta seemed surprised to see them so soon, but said nothing, bustling about to make sure they were fed and could rest. They were led up to their rooms, Saed and Carus nearly asleep on their feet, when Croenin saw Captio whisper something to the stout woman. She glanced at Croenin and nodded, rushing back downstairs and returning with a cot.

      “Captio says you’ll be staying with him,” she said softly, and Croenin nodded, understanding that his punishment would start tonight.

      He took the cot from Fausta, thanking her, and setting it up in the far corner of Captio’s room. On his horse, he had felt freer, though not included in the conversations of the others. Now, under Captio’s stern gaze, he felt like a child who couldn’t be trusted to take care of himself. He laid down on the cot, facing the wall and trying to hide his face, which was burning red with frustration. He closed his eyes tightly, at first trying to sleep, but then starting to form a plan. He wondered what would happen if he tried to escape the room once Captio slept, but soon brushed that plan from his mind. No doubt the master, trained by years of missions, would be a light sleeper and would wake as soon as Croenin tried to leave the room. He thought of stealing the sícharae, using their power to surprise Ayne and fulfill his destiny once and for all, but that idea too was dashed when he realized that Captio would never take the items off his person. He flopped over onto his back, staring at the wooden slats of the ceiling.

      “Trying to think of an escape?” Captio’s voice startled him.

      “N-no. I just can’t sleep.” Croenin lied, causing the slender man to chuckle.

      “Come now, I’ve come to know you better than that over the time you’ve been with us. You value your independence, I understand. But your independence could be a danger to us at the moment. That you must understand.”

      “I do,” Croenin whispered. “I really do. I just feel—”

      “Trapped.”

      “Yes!”

      “You want to go, take these,” he patted the pouch strapped to his side. “Find your sister and fulfill this ‘prophecy.’” He sat up. “If you wish to do that, know that you are alone.”

      Croenin frowned. “If I left right now, even if I didn’t take the sícharae, you and the others wouldn’t help me?”

      “Of course not, even if the prophecy is true, this is your fight. I’d lose too many men, now that I know the type of power that Eudys must have after seeing Gallys’ influence.”

      Croenin gaped. “You don’t care about the future of mankind?”

      “Of course, I do. But your prophecy said nothing about the Faero Ursi, only you and your sister.”

      “Would you let me go right now?”

      Captio frowned. “Even without us, you’d be willing to go and search for her. You don’t even know where Eudys’ castle is.”

      “No,” Croenin replied. “But the longer I leave her there, the more time she has to plan.”

      Captio nodded silently. “Try to sleep. We head back to the keep in the morning.”

      “But—” Croenin started, wondering if he could convince Captio to let him go.

      “Sleep.” Captio said, lying down and facing away.

      Croenin sighed. Captio had seemed to be toying with the idea of letting him go. Even if he had to make the journey on his own, Croenin would have been willing to do so. The longer he went without fulfilling the prophecy, the more the doubts and fear of death crept in. He feared that waiting too long would make him lose his nerve to find his sister, and the thoughts about his death and that of his sister were growing harder and harder to ignore. He briefly thought about the moonstone dagger, bloodstained now, but wrapped in cloth and tucked into his boot once more. He had heard the whispers again when he stabbed the guard, just like when he first held it in his grandmother’s cottage. He still couldn’t make out what they were saying, but this time, they seemed closer. The thought scared him. He wondered if the whispers would grow louder as he came closer to fulfilling the prophecy, that they would be the last thing he heard as he and his sister died together. He closed his eyes, willing those thoughts to leave his head. He didn’t want to think about that now. He had to figure out how to convince Captio to let him go first.
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      The next morning, Croenin and Captio set off alone for the headquarters of the Faero Ursi, Aulys, Carus, and Saed remaining behind to begin the mission of finding those with Aes Sidhe blood. Croenin raised a hand as he and Captio rode off, but none of the brothers acknowledged his farewell. He sighed and followed Captio, though he had no choice, as Mordyre was connected to the slender man’s horse with a rope to keep him from galloping off. Croenin was wary as they entered the woods once more, realizing that should they face attackers again, he would be forced to rely on Captio for protection, his own weapon still confiscated. They were fortunate, though, as the days-long journey back to the keep saw no ambushes from bandits or highwaymen. The danger only came as they arrived back at the keep.

      Croenin recognized the brothers who came to greet them as two that often hung around Clythair. The first, a weaselly looking man named Meryvec, was from Rassement like Clythair, though lacked a branding mark like his mentor. The second, a short, stout man named Taeber, was often seen trailing behind Clythair like a lost puppy. Croenin glanced at Captio, who seemed confused by their presence, and gasped as the two men lunged forward, dragging Captio from his horse and taking his sword before he could react. If he could have, Croenin would have galloped away, but a third man emerged, Clythair himself, and grasped the rope holding the two horses together, taking Croenin by the cape and throwing him to the ground. Croenin lay there, stunned, for a moment before jumping up, only to be backhanded roughly and knocked to the ground once more. Right ear ringing, he stared up at Clythair then glanced behind him to where Captio was held by his cronies.

      “What are you going to do, boy?” Clythair sneered. “Are you going to fight me to try to save him, or are you going to do as I tell you to and listen to the rightful master?”

      Croenin thought for a moment, staring at Captio, who looked at him grimly. He remained on the ground, weighing his options. Clythair had waited for this moment for a while, obviously, when Captio would leave for long enough for him to intimidate the other brothers into obedience. Clythair always had a large number of menacing looking men around him. Had Captio been so blind to the danger of mutiny that he had not seen the danger lying there? Perhaps Captio had thought the brothers would respect tradition, grudgingly falling into line after seeing Jovius’ directions for after his death. Clythair would be easier to sway than Captio. Now that Croenin had been out on a mission, he was officially a brother of the Faero Ursi, and would likely be sent on more missions. He could make his escape then, heading south to Rassement where Eudys’ castle lay. And leave Captio to be killed? Came the voice from the back of his head. Does he really deserve that?

      No, Croenin knew that he didn’t. The man was merely doing what he thought was right in taking him back to the keep to be placed under watch. But if I can gain Clythair’s trust… He sighed, before standing warily, meeting Clythair’s mocking gaze. He hated putting off finding Ayne even longer, but he couldn’t let the Faero Ursi fall to ruin. They were a line of defense for humanity should he not fulfill the prophecy.

      “I side with you,” he said quietly, ignoring the stony look Captio gave him.

      Clythair chuckled. “I thought you might. You’re a smart one, after all.” He turned to his men. “You know what to do.”

      Croenin watched as Captio was dragged away, his struggling ended when he was elbowed in the face by Taeber. Clythair nodded to him, raising an arm and escorting Croenin inside. Croenin walked into the keep, hair on the back of his neck standing up as he took in the eerie silence. Usually the keep was alive with conversation and laughter, but now, the few men he saw sat in silence, eyes downcast as he and Clythair passed.

      “What will you do with Captio?” Croenin asked softly.

      “For now, he’ll be confined to his room until I form a tribunal to try him for the murder of Jovius and forgery of his will.” Clythair smirked.

      “What?” Croenin was taken aback.

      “The man’s limbs were rotting from the juice of hyssia berries. It was obvious to any man from the southern regions, even those from the south of Toque Staetym. Yet Captio played ignorant as the blackness spread, pretending to be busy with tinctures and salves. Do you really think that Captio, with all his knowledge of medicine and all his learning was ignorant of hyssia berries and their properties? The man could name every plant in Toque Staetym.”

      Croenin was silent. Clythair had a point, and even he was somewhat surprised that Captio hadn’t recognized the symptoms of Jovius’ illness. Yet, it was hard for him to believe that Captio would poison the former master. The brotherhood was his life, and he valued the safety of his brothers more than his own. He was always worried about the direction the Faero Ursi was taking. He had told Croenin one day, when Croenin had finished his reading for that day, that the Faero Ursi had once had outposts in the farthest regions of Toque Staetym, that he wanted to return the brotherhood to this level of organization. Maybe he saw Jovius as a necessary evil for the greater good, he thought, but it seemed wrong. Clythair was most likely trying to turn him from Captio, projecting his own guilt onto the slender man. Croenin set his jaw. Even if a small part of him doubted Captio, he would not leave him to be killed by Clythair.

      He followed the large man to Captio’s former office, where Clythair moved to behind the claw-foot desk, roughly grabbing a handful of parchments.

      “Read these to me.” He ordered.

      Croenin frowned. “You can’t read decryti?”

      The branded man shook his head. “I was never taught. You must read them to me. If I am to be the master, as Jovius intended, I must be informed of all that happens in Toque Staetym.”

      Croenin hid his surprise. How easily Clythair gave himself away. If Jovius had meant for Clythair to be the master, no doubt he would have taught him the writing system used by the highest levels of the brotherhood. He nodded, taking the stack from Clythair and began to read. Any mention of Eudys and the odd happenings in the castle in Rassement, he omitted, knowing that Clythair would not notice. He read mundane reports instead, telling him of a brother injured in the Western region of Toque Staetym by a pack of wolves, a village in need of aid due to failing crops, and a brother in need of backup in a southern settlement plagued by a serial thief. Clythair seemed bored with all this, but gave his orders, and Croenin was sent to his room until his skills were needed further. The only good thing that came of his new position as Clythair’s reader was that, as a full-fledged brother, he was given his flail once more.

      His days continued like this, reading messages for Clythair, wandering the keep eavesdropping on information on Captio, and earning Clythair’s trust. The man ran a tight ship, he had to admit. Most brothers cowered in fear of him and his favored men. No doubt they’d heard the same whispers Croenin was hearing, that Clythair was sending some of his own men to hunt down those Faero Ursi who, still out in the field, had refused to swear their allegiance to their new master. Croenin hoped that Saed and the others were safe. At the back of his mind too, was his worry about Ayne and her plans, but he felt that his duty to his former master would not allow him to leave. He briefly wondered if Clythair’s coup was Ayne stalling him, but he put that thought from his mind, as it was of no help. He felt lost, wandering the keep with no more information than when he had arrived over a week before, until he heard a familiar voice call to him from behind a closed door.

      “Croenin,” Captio’s muffled voice came from behind a door to his left as he walked down one of the narrow hallways of the keep.

      Croenin stopped. “Captio? How did you know it was me?”

      “I know the pattern of your footfalls. I know the patterns of most of the brothers’. I suspect there is no one around, since you answered me?”

      “No,” Croenin said in a low voice. “No one.”

      “I’m sure you’ve realized now as I have that Clythair poisoned Jovius.”

      “I know,” Croenin said. “I knew as soon as he said he couldn’t read. I’m sorry, but I doubted you until then,” he confessed.

      “Understandably. I should have known Jovius had been poisoned by hyssia as soon as I saw his blackened fingertips. It’s so rare here that someone would get their hands on such a plant, it hadn’t even crossed my mind. No doubt he told you that I played dumb and poisoned him myself.”

      “He did.” Croenin heard footsteps approaching. “I don’t have much time. I’m thinking of a way to help you escape”

      “There is already a plan in place. All I need is you and your eyes. If all is well do not come back to me. Should all be clear, get to the stables when the moon is high in the sky. Take nothing and say nothing to anyone. All will be ready.”

      Croenin whispered his farewell and made his way back to his room, passing through the eerily quiet dining hall to grab his evening meal. The men seated at the tables looked at him warily, no doubt wondering if he was spying on them for Clythair. His behavior the past week hadn’t helped, always hanging in doorways hoping to catch some snatch of conversation regarding Captio. Everyone in the keep was uneasy, Clythair being quick to anger and harsh in his punishments of anyone he felt was out of line. He was cruel and paranoid, and he reminded Croenin of Gallys, eyes glinting with the same obsessive mistrust of all around him. The only reason he had lasted this long as the new master was due to his goons, those brothers he had trained who saw him as their teacher and guide once they entered the Faero Ursi. All had joined the brotherhood unwillingly, petty criminals and murderers like him, except for Meryvec, Clythair’s wiry and crafty right-hand man, who was taken into the Faero Ursi as a child. Ignored by other brothers for his repugnant personality, he had taken fast to the large, chestnut-haired man, who saw how useful he could be. Clythair must have planned this for years, since before he poisoned Jovius. He had been smart enough to attract enough support to silence the other brothers, and now he ruled the Faero Ursi with an iron fist.

      Yet, Croenin knew, there must be some who would be willing to defy him. No doubt Captio’s escape would come with the aid of those who hated Clythair more than they feared for their lives. The new, brutish master wouldn’t last long. He can only stay master until the others start to hate him more than they fear him, Croenin thought as he lay on his bed, preparing himself to see beyond himself for the first time since Gallys’ castle. He understood what Captio had meant in needing his eyes. He needed to ensure that there was no suspicion, that no one would betray the former master in his plans to escape. Croenin was glad to do this, as it meant Captio was trusting him once more, even if he only did so because he had no other choice.

      He closed his eyes, taking a few breaths to calm himself, before mouthing show me Clythair. The pull that came was harsh, and Croenin could only watch as he tore through the stone walls of the keep and through what was now Clythair’s office door. There, the branded man stood, his back to Croenin. He was facing the weapons cabinet at the back of the room, surveying its contents. Taeber stood beside him, holding what looked like a new battle-axe. He weighed it in his hands, the marbled pattern of the metal glinting in the light from the roaring fire on the other side of the room. Croenin worried as he watched Clythair select a heavier flail than the one he currently owned, its head a large ball of spiked oryn. He wondered why the men would need new weapons. What are they planning? He asked himself, as his consciousness floated just behind them.

      “You’ll tell the men the new rule,” Clythair spoke suddenly.

      “M-me?” Taeber stuttered, face turning pale. “I thought you would tell them.”

      “You’ll do it. I’ll not have a mutiny on my hands. Only those going on mission shall carry weapons around this keep.” He placed a heavy hand on the fat man’s shoulder. “Except for those I say, of course.”

      “Of course,” Taeber repeated quietly.

      “Go now, you’ll make the announcement in the morning. All weapons shall be turned into me by the following morning. They’ll get them back when it’s their turn to go out into the field.”

      Taeber nodded, shuffling out of the office. It was Croenin’s time to leave as well, and he felt the familiar tug as he was pulled backward to his room and into his body. He had been right. Clythair’s paranoia was going to turn him into a tyrant. Not being able to have their weapons on them was going to cause an uproar. Maybe that’s what they need to make them do something about all this, Croenin thought. The men were warriors, after all, trained to protect and kill. Taking away their weapons, those they chose for themselves and trained with often, would likely cause the very mutiny. How did he expect them to train? He wondered, frowning as he stared at the ceiling. No doubt the large man hadn’t thought this through, letting fear alone guide him. He took another deep breath, preparing his consciousness to travel again.

      Show me those who are loyal to Captio. He wondered if this was too vague, as before he had a specific thing or person in mind when he tried to see beyond himself, but then came the pull, and he was hurtling through the walls of the keep once more. He stopped just outside the stables, where two brothers were talking in hushed voices. He knew their faces, but couldn’t remember their names at the moment. New recruits, they had been taken under Captio’s wing, much like he had been, and taught decryti. Though, unlike Croenin, they were only given snatches of messages from brothers in the field, not entrusted yet with longer messages and more information on the brotherhood’s scouts. Croenin moved in closer, so that he could hear.

      “And the key?” The first one, a lad large, with wide-set eyes asked the second.

      “I have the key, no worries. Snatched it when I served Clythair his midday meal. I’ll slip it to Captio when I bring him his meal this evening.”

      “Did he say where he was going?”

      “South was all he said when I asked. I’ll have the horses ready when he comes. I’ve been sleeping overnight in the stable like he told me to, so as not to arouse suspicion when I stay tonight. Do you think Clythair suspects?”

      “Of course not. We’d know by now if he did.”

      At that, Croenin felt himself being pulled back. He had gained all he needed to know for the time being. Captio was heading south, he had told the young brothers. And I’m going with him, he thought. Croenin wondered if he was taking him to Eudys’ castle in Rassement. Why there? Why now? He wondered. He asked himself why Captio wouldn’t ride north, where Saed and the others were staying at the inn, but then he realized that Clythair, though hot-tempered and paranoid, wasn’t stupid. He no doubt knew where he and Captio had arrived from and would have those brothers loyal to him searching for them in the north of Toque Staetym. Rassement would be safer for Captio. He could get rid of his uniform and pretend to be a regular settler from the middle region.

      And me? Croenin asked himself. If he’s not taking me to Ayne why would he take me with him? Captio had said he wanted Croenin’s eyes. Perhaps he was merely using him as a tool to evade Clythair. Or both, he thought. Maybe once he’s safe he’ll let me go. Croenin turned to face the small fire in his room, wondering if this could finally be the last step in his journey. On a whim he rolled back over, knowing he had time until he would meet Captio in the stable. Show me my mother, he mouthed, and let himself be pulled.

      After a time spent soaring over treetops, settlements, and fields, he found himself back at the cottage he grew up in, where his mother, Aesma, was kneeling in front of a blazing fire. She quickly glanced over her shoulder, and Croenin feared for a moment that she too, like Ayne, could sense his presence. When she returned to fiddling with something on the floor in front of her, however, his fears abated. He moved closer to her side so that he could see what she was doing, and he watched as she opened a small wooden box, taking out a silver necklace with a teardrop of moonstone hanging from it. A sícharae, he realized. She placed the pendant over her head, clasping the stone with one hand and throwing her head back. She began to chant in a language Croenin didn’t recognize, and her eyes rolled back into her head. The fire in front of her began to change, then, parting as a tall, pale figure stepped out of the fire.

      An Aes Sídhe, Croenin thought to himself, panic rising as he took in the too-large silver eyes sitting atop sharp cheekbones. The face was too long, features too thin and far apart. Its pale mouth was like a slit, and it opened, hissing.

      “You summon me too often, woman.” The voice rasped. “I cannot be away too long. Someone will notice.”

      Croenin watched as Aesma came back into herself, staring levelly at the thing before her. She didn’t seem bothered by the monstrous appearance in the slightest, and smiled at the Aes Sidhe’s displeased expression.

      “I’ve gone along with this for too long with little information. Tell me how close he is to finding her.”

      Croenin realized she was talking about him.

      “I am ensuring that he finds her soon. He shall leave tonight for where she stays.”

      “Tonight? You aren’t just saying that to appease me, are you?”

      “No, woman, it is the truth.”

      “And once he reaches her?”

      “It is as I said before, he—” The Aes Sidhe stopped, looking above Aesma’s head, eyes narrowing as they focused on where Croenin’s consciousness sat watching. “That is all I can say. You have a visitor.”

      Aesma’s head whipped around, and her eye scanned the room frantically. “I see nothing.”

      “You won’t. But I shall take care of it.”

      The ghastly pale being stepped past Croenin’s mother, eyes focused on him. Croenin panicked, willing himself to leave this place, and as the Aes Sidhe approached, he felt himself be pulled away. The malevolent being snarled as he made his escape, and the last thing he saw before he was pulled from the cottage was his mother’s pale, round face.

      He sat up, hacking like usual, and trying to force himself to take deep breaths. The image of the Aes Sidhe was burned in his mind, its limbs of white skin stretched over bone reaching for him playing over and over in his head. Croenin shuddered, pushing the wide-set features of its face from his mind. His first glimpse of the Aes Sidhe horrified him. The stories did not do them justice. Croenin found it odd that creatures so obsessed with beauty and pleasure should look so horrifying and skeletal. He ran a hand over his face, feeling his own regular features and thanking whatever forces were listening that his Aes Sidhe blood didn’t make him look like that.

      Breathing more regularly, he thought about his mother. She summoned that thing, he thought to himself. Has she been talking to the Aes Sidhe all along? He remembered what the girl in the woods had told him about his parentage, and he wondered if the horrifying creature that emerged from the fire was his true father. The thought made him shudder. If he and Ayne were the products of that, shared blood with that ghastly being, then he could understand why humans would be so distrustful of those with Aes Sidhe blood. They might not look monstrous on the outside, but could they be on the inside? He thought of Ayne, so set on ending the Age of Oryn and bringing the Aes Sidhe back into this realm to rule. Did she know what she would be unleashing, what monsters would come and destroy the settlements and villages just starting to thrive after so long under their thumb? He feared that she knew and didn’t care, or worse welcomed the chaos. What had happened to her to make her so uncaring for humankind? She was always a mischievous child, at least when they were very young, before Old Haega hid her away and made them all forget her. Why does she want this? Croenin asked himself again and again. He had no answer, and he would have none unless he asked her himself. He stared into the fire, eyes clouded as he lost himself in thought. Just then, a rapping at his door.

      He stood, frowning, and crept to the door, opening it slowly. There stood the young recruit with the wide-set eyes. He looked around furtively, before whispering to Croenin.

      “It is time.”

      Croenin’s frown deepened. “Captio said when the moon is high in the sky.”

      “That time is now.” The young man looked nervous. “Captio is already in the saddle. He waits for you.”

      Croenin was distrustful, but he didn’t know how long he had been lying on his bed, seeing beyond himself. There was no way to tell how long these journeys took, and he decided to follow the young boy down the darkened hallway and to the back of the keep where the stables lay. He kept his hand on his flail, expecting an ambush from Clythair’s men, but none came. The boy had been telling the truth. Once inside the stable, here was Captio, astride his own Aes Sidhe horse and waiting beside Mordyre, whose saddlebags were already filled with provisions. Captio nodded when Croenin entered, and he awkwardly pulled himself up into the saddle, swinging his leg over and securing his feet in the stirrups.

      Captio raised a hand in farewell to the two young recruits who helped them with their escape, and off they went, galloping into the night. Speed was their ally, as their departure was scarcely quiet. The sound of hooves on cobblestones and reins snapping in the night may have alerted the other brothers to their escape, and they could take no chances at being caught. Croenin hoped the two young brothers that helped them would not be found out or punished. No doubt Clythair would make an example of them if it was found they had helped the two escape. Croenin looked back over his shoulder in the direction of the Faero Ursi’s headquarters often, expecting to see riders chasing after them. Yet, none came, and he began to relax.

      “Where are we headed?” He shouted to Captio as they galloped through moorland and fields.

      “To find a friend!” Captio yelled back, flicking the reins and urging his horse on.

      Croenin knew that was the only answer he would get and followed the former master, kicking Mordyre to speed him up. They rode alongside each other for what felt like hours, and Croenin grew worried as his horse’s mouth began to froth. Their horses would need rest soon, but Captio did not seem intent on stopping now. Croenin didn’t know how long Beltor horses could last, being an Aes Sidhe breed, and he didn’t ask. He assumed Captio would know their limits. Just as Croenin’s own horse was beginning to wheeze, Captio yanked the reins on his own, stopping abruptly. Croenin followed suit, his own horse stopping a few yards in front of Captio’s.

      “Why did we stop?” He asked, dismounting as the slender man did the same.

      “Because we’ll be entering that forest,” he pointed to the thicket of trees a little ways off in the distance, “and there is no path. We’ll have to go on foot, leading the horses until we find the friend I mentioned earlier.”

      Croenin nodded, and began to follow Captio once more, leading his horse by the reins. He was thankful for the bit in the horse’s mouth as he glanced back at Mordyre over his shoulder, wary of the long, sharp incisors that were visible in the dim moonlight. Croenin did not ask how Captio knew where they were going and merely followed. Though the former master had placed little trust in him before, Croenin trusted the slim man. Captio valued his men’s lives, even Croenin’s, too highly to risk putting him in danger. He followed the man, weaving through the trees, stepping over logs, and avoiding snake holes.

      “Captio,” Croenin started.

      “Yes?”

      “How did you join the Faero Ursi?”

      Captio was silent for a moment, before responding. “Forces beyond my control placed me there, much like you I assume.”

      At that vague answer, Croenin was silent. They walked until the moon was low in the sky once more, and the first rays of dawn were visible through the treetops. As the sun was rising, they came to a small clearing, in the center of which lay a small cottage unlike any Croenin had ever seen.

      It wasn’t squat, square, and built with stone like those of his village. Rather, it was built with mud, no doubt from the banks of the creek behind it, and shaped like a drum, a flat board of wood serving as its door with two little circular windows to each side of it. A short tube of a chimney rose from its cone-shaped thatch roof, with puffs of blue smoke rising from it. As Croenin approached, he could see green, fuzzy moss growing over much of the mud walls, making the cottage look like part of the forest. Captio tied his horse to one of the trees at the edge of the clearing, and Croenin hurriedly did the same before following the former master as he strolled up to the house and rapped three times on the thin, wooden door.

      There was a shuffling noise from inside, and the door swung open. In front of them stood Bruta, the young woman that had approached Croenin in the forest on the way to Gallys’ castle.

      “Come in,” she said. “I’ve been expecting you.”

      Croenin stood in the doorway, mouth agape, as Captio entered, embracing the girl before sitting at a small wooden table near the fire at the center of the room.

      “Come in, Croenin. Why are you just standing there?” Captio asked, frowning.

      “He is surprised to see me, is all.” Bruta said, taking a silver kettle from over the

      fire and pouring hot tea into three mugs. “Come in and we’ll explain all to you.”

      Croenin did so, sitting silently beside Captio, who watched him, amused.

      “I’ve played my part too well,” Captio said, taking a sip and savoring the warmth

      of the tea. “He thinks I’m ignorant of all that is happening behind the scenes.”

      Croenin frowned. “You know about the Maelstris Nequitum?”

      “Know about them?” Bruta responded. “He has been with us since he was a child.”

      “But…how?” Croenin didn’t know how to reconcile this new information with the Captio he had come to know. “You’ve also been with the Faero Ursi since—”

      “Since I was a few years younger than you, Croenin. But before that I was raised by members of the Maelstris Nequitum. I was ‘abandoned’ by the roadside for the Faero Ursi to find, and made sure to prove myself to the master at the time, Jovius, so that he would take me under his wing. My efforts paid off. I was given more and more responsibility, could help those with Aes Sidhe blood infiltrate the brotherhood and use them to find sícharae.”

      “So Saed and the others you left at Fausta’s inn...”

      “They’ll find false clues I and others have left for them. Essentially, they’ll be on a wild goose chase until I need them once more.”

      Croenin was silent for a moment. “And me? Did you know what I was when you found me?”

      “Yes, we all knew you were setting out. You aren’t the only one who can see beyond yourself, Croenin.”

      The young man turned to Bruta. “And telling me to find the sícharae.”

      “That we couldn’t have done without your sight. While we have members who can see what will happen, only you can see what is happening currently.” She pushed his cup of tea toward him. “Drink. You and Captio need to regain your strength.”

      Croenin did so grudgingly. “This all seems so convoluted,” he mumbled.

      “It had to be,” Captio chuckled. “We had to throw your sister off our trail. She has her ways, but we have ours, and we’ve been able to go undetected by her thus far.”

      A thought popped into Croenin’s head. “And my injury. When the Faero Ursi found me, I’d been stabbed. Did you heal me?” He asked Captio.

      “A little too well,” Captio grimaced. “I hadn’t used my powers in such a long time. I’d meant to make your quick healing somewhat believable, but obviously that was not the case.”

      Croenin nodded. “So, what now?” He glanced at the pouch Captio still had around his waist. “You have the sícharae. Do we go and find Ayne now?”

      “Yes,” Bruta said, “but there is time for that, yet. Rest here for tonight, and we will talk in the morning. We have been watching your sister, Croenin, and we have much to tell you.”

      Croenin nodded and finished his tea. He walked to one of the straw beds in the far side of the round room and dropped down onto it, exhaustion overcoming him as he fell into a dreamless sleep.
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      The next morning, Croenin awoke feeling surprisingly refreshed. He plucked the bits of straw stuck to his face and sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He was alone in the small cottage and could hear nothing from outside. Frowning, Croenin stood, stretching before noticing a small meal of porridge and eggs laid out on the table. Hunger overtook him, and he sat. Just as he did, Captio and Bruta entered. Captio had changed out of his Faero Ursi uniform into plain green tunic and brown trousers, while Bruta wore the same cloak as before. Behind them was a young woman Croenin hadn’t seen before.

      She looked to be the same age as Croenin and Bruta, long curling red hair falling to her waist and contrasting with her tan skin. She grinned widely at Croenin as she entered.

      “This is him?” She asked excitedly, and Bruta nodded. The girl plopped down across from Croenin and extended a hand. “Rozaelle, from the Grimillion Settlement of Rassement. It’s a pleasure to meet you!”

      Croenin, taken aback by such a formal greeting and unable to speak due to a mouthful of porridge shook her hand and nodded, eyes wide.

      “He doesn’t say much, does he?” Rozaelle asked, grinning. She turned back to Croenin. “I’ll be escorting you into Eudys’ castle.”

      Croenin frowned, turning to Captio. “You’re not coming with me?”

      “I will be, but we won’t have contact until we are inside. You three will be leaving today for the castle. I’ll follow behind at a later time.”

      “But won’t Ayne confront me as soon as we’re in the castle?”

      “Doubtful. From what we’ve seen of her, she likes games too much. That or she’s bluffing. She’ll evade you and evade you until the perfect moment. She likes toying with you too much to ambush you as soon as you’re in the castle”

      Croenin nodded slowly, still somewhat untrusting.

      “And besides,” Rozaelle added, smiling. “On the off chance she does try anything as soon as we enter, you’ll have Bruta and I right beside you.”

      That didn’t make Croenin feel any more confident, and Rozaelle looked to Bruta. The raven-haired girl raised an eyebrow, nodding sharply. Croenin looked back and forth between the two, trying to determine the hidden meaning in their expressions, but before he could do so, Rozaelle stood.

      “There’s more to me than meets the eye,” she said, taking a deep breath and holding out her arms. “Bruta and I have found that we have very similar abilities.”

      As she did so, tendrils of blue light curled around her arms, slithering down to form orbs that she held within the palm of her hand. Bruta stood beside her and did the same, her own green light gliding into her waiting palms. Rozaelle raised an orb, and Bruta followed. Croenin watched as the orbs grew, encircling both girls.

      “That’s very pretty and all,” Croenin said, despite his shock. “But I don’t see how that will help.”

      Bruta rolled her eyes. “Try to punch me.”

      “What?” Croenin asked, glancing at Captio who waved a hand, urging him to do what the young girl said.

      Croenin stood and approached Bruta, sizing up the translucent green shield she had fashioned around herself.

      “Go on,” Rozaelle urged him. “Try to punch her.”

      Croenin drew back a fist and punched forward, feeling his knuckles scrape something hard and hot as he did so. As he pulled his hand back, grimacing in pain, he realized that it was the green light around her that blocked his punch.

      “Ah,” he hissed. “What is that?”

      “It’s the light you saw in the forest, Croenin.” She drew the green shield back into an orb, holding it with both hands now. “Energy made solid when needed and incorporeal when not.” The light was pulled into her and disappeared. “It can serve as both protection—”

      “And a weapon,” Rozaelle finished for her, her own orb elongating into a staff. “Want to spar?”

      Croenin, still nursing his hand and his pride, pulled a face and shook his head.

      “Can I do that?” He asked, frowning.

      “I don’t know, can you?” Bruta asked. “Rozaelle and I are different from the others in that we share an ability. Everyone else has different abilities, from being able to charm anyone with just a few words, to reading minds, to being able to control some forces of nature. You and your sister are special cases, your father being Aes Sidhe and your mother being of Aes Sidhe blood.”

      “How did you figure out you could do that?” Croenin asked.

      Rozaelle shrugged. “It just sort of came, like an instinct. Though in Captio’s case, I think he received direction from one of the older members of our group.”

      Croenin turned to Captio, who nodded slowly. “She’s right. Naero, who first started bringing those with Aes-Sidhe blood together told me what my gift was. He could see the future, wrote down all that was to come in a book he always carried around.” He paused, crossing his arms. “He holds the most Aes Sidhe blood out of all of us, being half…except perhaps you, Croenin.”

      “Will I get to meet him?”

      “No, he said that it would be a bad omen for the two of you to meet, by which I assume he means that things are going badly should you two need to come together.” He examined Croenin, who was looking down at his injured hand. “It’s a shame, though, you won’t ever get to meet your great-grandfather.”

      At that Croenin’s head whipped up. “My great-grandfather?”

      Croenin thought back to the afternoon he’d spent in his grandmother’s cottage, when he was told of his family’s history, of his great-great-grandmother taken by the Aes Sidhe and returned to her village with child. He thought back to what his grandmother had told him of his great-grandfather, the old man who made the prophecy that foretold the deaths of he and his sister. He remembered how his great-grandfather had prophesied to his village elders as a child and as a young man took up an oryn sword that burned him to beat back the Aes Sidhe into the Unknown. Croenin looked down at his own fingertips, peeling from being burned by the oryn box that had contained Gallys’ sícharae, and at the scar on his palm from touching an oryn toy as a child. Croenin had assumed the old man was dead. After all, his mother had never mentioned him, and Old Haega only did to tell him the history of his family. He balled his hands into fists.

      “I want to meet him.”

      Captio snorted. “That’s not possible. He can only be reached when he wants to be.”

      Croenin marched to the straw bed he had slept on the night before, throwing himself down. “Fine,” he said. “Then I’ll look for him myself.” He scrunched his eyes closed, ignoring Captio and Bruta’s questions as to what he was doing. “I’m tired of all this cryptic stuff. Show me my great-grandfather,” he said firmly, silencing the room.

      Perhaps it was because he was angry, or perhaps it was because he had said it with such force, but unlike the smooth yet quick pull Croenin usually felt, he felt himself now being yanked roughly from his body. He began moving faster than he had before, hurtling over large distances in mere seconds, so fast that he couldn’t make out villages or settlements as he flew over land. He traveled thousands of miles in the space of seconds, halting abruptly and plummeting until he was just above sand, the Southern Ocean of Rassement stretching out before him. Of course, he did not recognize this place, but he would come to in time. Croenin saw no one on the beach, and his consciousness shifted downward to where someone had traced a message in decryti in the sand.

      Foolish child, he read. Do not try that again. He sighed and felt himself begin to be pulled back into his body. When he sat up, gasping for air, the room was silent, the three faces before him grim. He shook his head, letting them know that he did not see his great-grandfather, and Captio breathed a sigh of relief.

      “You can’t go about being so rash, Croenin. Some things are done for your protection, not to make your life harder.” He clapped Croenin, who was coughing, on the back.

      “Alright,” Croenin panted. “I get it.”

      Just like Ayne, he told himself, thinking about how she had blocked his attempts at seeing her as well. He wondered what his great-grandfather was up to in all of this. He tried and failed to put together a timeline of his great-grandfather’s life and doings in his head. The man had been alive since the war against the Aes Sidhe, assembled the Maelstris Nequitum at some point after…or possibly during? He asked himself, wondering if magic had been used against the Aes Sidhe. At any rate, he made the prophecy of the near-ending of the Age of Oryn and the deaths of his great-grandchildren after the Aes Sidhe had been banished to the Unknown. And then? He asked himself. Old Haega hadn’t mentioned what had become of the man, why he was no longer living in the village. He wondered if his grandmother had known that he was still alive. Bruta had said his grandmother had more to tell him. Perhaps this had been part of it.

      ”C’mon,” Rozaelle said, pulling him into a standing position. “You can’t stay here and mope all day.” She tossed him a set of plain clothes. “We have to get going soon.”

      Croenin nodded, avoiding her eyes as his own filled with tears of frustration. He hadn’t cried in anger since he was a child, but the stress of what was to come, feeling as if his great-grandfather was taunting him, and the exhaustion of the past few weeks suddenly came crashing down on him. He swiped his forearm over his eyes and blinked rapidly, dispelling the tears before changing out of the Faero Ursi uniform. The young man followed Bruta outside, where Mordyre and two other horses he didn’t recognize were waiting. He looked to Rozaelle, who nodded to him, and swung his legs up and over into the saddle. He leaned over, untying his horse’s reigns as the two girls mounted their own horses.

      “What’s wrong with your horse?” Rozaelle asked, frowning at Mordyre.

      “He’s a Beltor,” Croenin responded, shrugging. He saw Rozaelle’s confusion and continued. “It’s an Aes Sidhe breed of horse. They’re carnivorous.”

      He looked at the girls’ horses, realizing for the first time just how different Mordyre looked from other horses. He had grown used to the horse’s strange appearance, and it slowly dawned on him just how terrifying the Beltor horse looked.  Not only was he larger, but his snout was wider, with a more prominent jaw and incisors that protruded past his top lip. His chest was much less barrel-shaped than the other, fatter horses, and he looked sleeker overall, with two-toed hooves rather than the one-toed hooves of normal horses. His eyes, too, were more forward-facing than the other horses’, pitch black that stared ominously at all he saw. Croenin shrugged.

      “He tries to bite sometimes, but beyond that he behaves like any other horse.”

      The girls watched, horrified, as Mordyre lowered his head and snatched at a field mouse running past, tossing it up into the air with his front teeth so it fell into his gaping maw.

      Croenin coughed into his fist, shrugging once more. “And he does that, sometimes too.”

      Without another word, the girls kicked their horses, setting off. Croenin followed behind on his own, smiling to himself at their reactions to his strange, Aes Sidhe steed. After being blindsided by so much information from the Maelstris Nequitum about his family, it felt good being the one to surprise and shock. Now, if only he could surprise his great-grandfather. The man obviously knew much more about what was coming than Croenin had been told. Even Ayne seemed to doubt that the prophecy had to happen, and he wondered if there was a way to circumvent it, to prevent the return of the Aes Sidhe without dying. Ayne, after all could make things that she wanted to happen. Why couldn’t he? She had said they were evenly matched, and he wondered for the umpteenth time if that meant they might have the same abilities. How would I even test that? He wondered. He looked around, seeing nothing but fields and moor. Focusing his intention, much like he had the first time he saw beyond himself, he began to whisper.

      “In a short while, we’ll come upon a tree struck by lightning.”

      That seemed a good sign that he could shape his environment. It wasn’t something that was seen every day, so it most likely wouldn’t be a coincidence. As they rode he remained alert, hoping to see his damaged tree, but nothing happened. There were no trees as they road over the flat land, and he soon grew bored with nothing to see.

      “How long until we get there?” He called, and Bruta glanced back.

      “It should take three days riding to get to the castle,” she responded. “but we’ll leave the horses when we’re one day off so not as to arouse suspicion.”

      Croenin sighed. He hated riding long distances in a hard saddle, but steeled himself for the long ride. The days passed quickly, and as they came to a thicket of trees on the third day, he and the girls dismounted, tying the horses in the trees.

      “Captio will come with some of the others, and they’ll care for the horses.” Bruta explained as Croenin hoisted a bag of provisions over his shoulder.

      “From here it should be a day and a half of walking,” Rozaelle said, coming up behind them.

      Croenin nodded, and they began to trudge through the thicket of trees and over flat moorland once again. It was a monotonous walk, much like the ride before it, with nothing around them but grass and wildflowers. Croenin’s feet began to hurt after hours of walking, and they stopped when the sun was setting to eat and rest, Croenin wary of how exposed they were.

      “Should we worry, being out here?” he asked. He could see all around him for miles. “There’s nothing to hide us.”

      “There’s few large animals out here, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Bruta said.

      “And even fewer people,” Rozaelle added, flopping down into a bed of heather.

      “If you say so,” Croenin responded, lying down a short way off from the girls and falling into a restless sleep.

      They set off once more at dawn, and they saw a large, white spot on the horizon a few hours after walking. As they drew closer, Croenin was awed by the immensity and architecture of the castle that rose before them. Unlike the Aes Sidhe who built castle of Toque Staetym into a large, heavy fortress, those in Rassement built a delicate palace of opal, its turrets spiraling up into the sky like the tips of conch shells, no doubt inspired by the shells on the beach behind it. Croenin and the girls stared up in awe at the elegant, swirling towers, and as they drew closer they saw the translucent moonstone gates, rising from the ground like icicles, that surrounded the palace. It was the most beautiful sight Croenin had ever witnessed, and he stood, along with the girls, mouth agape in front of the gates.

      “I’d heard the palace was beautiful,” Rozaelle said in a soft voice, “but I didn’t expect this.

      “Let’s pick our jaws up from the ground, you two,” Bruta said grimly. “We aren’t here to gawk. We’re here to work.”

      Croenin frowned. “Work?” he whispered, and then he understood.

      They were to be three young persons in search of work, no doubt having heard of the king and his brother who set themselves up in this marvelous palace. That would be how they got past the gates. As if on cue, two guards walking past spotted them.

      “You three!” One called, approaching the small traveling party. “What are you doing hanging around the gates?”

      “I’m sorry sir!” Bruta spoke up, feigning a higher, more innocent voice. “We were hoping to find work here. My cousins and I have traveled a long way, and we were told that the king here is in need of more servants.”

      The guard looked dubious, but the other clasped his shoulder and nodded. Croenin was confused. The brother that had reported from this castle had said that Eudys was using his crown to control everyone. Just like Gallys is what Captio had said, he thought. Yet, these guards weren’t glassy-eyed and were thinking for themselves. He hid his confusion as the guards opened the gates, ushering them in.

      “Where did you come from?” The first guard asked.

      “Terr Ferrme in the north,” Rozaelle rattled off.

      Croenin frowned, then. It seemed the girls had been given more information about this plan than he had. He wondered if he was being kept in the dark on purpose.

      “Ah, they were afflicted with drought, weren’t they?” The second guard asked them.

      Bruta and Rozaelle nodded, and Croenin quickly followed suit.

      “Bad luck,” the guard said, leading them through the large, mother-of-pearl double doors that served as the entrance to the castle. “You’ll be wanting to send pay back to your families, no doubt?”

      Again, the group nodded. Croenin held his breath. He feared they may be walking into another ambush, much like he and the Faero Ursi had at Gallys’ castle, but, as he and the girls were directed to the head of the household, a large, plump woman wearing a too-tight burgundy gown, his fears abated.

      The hefty woman smiled primly at the group, taking in their rough, simple clothes. “I don’t have much time for introductions, I’m afraid. I am Jehayne. I ensure that this palace runs smoothly. You three look strong and sturdy, and luckily for you I prefer those from the village over the city. I find you lot already know how to work. But your stay here won’t be long if you don’t work hard. We’ll try you out for a few weeks, and if we find your work ethic adequate, you stay.” She paused, crossing her arms. “This is doubtful, though I am required to ask. Do any of you know how to write?”

      The three looked at each other, before Croenin spoke up timidly, unsure of whether he should divulge the fact that he could. Jehayne seemed pleasantly surprised when he said he could.

      “I shall give you your position in a moment, then, once you prove the skill. You two girls will head down with me in a moment to the laundry, where the head laundress needs as much help as she can get.” Jehayne sighed, before walking them through their daily schedules. “Breakfast at dawn, and then to your stations. The laundress will tell you more, and you,” she pointed at Croenin, “will get much more direction from the king’s brother, who you’ll meet soon.”

      Though worried about being separated from the girls, Croenin was curious to see what his post would be. His curiosity was soon satisfied as he was led away from Rozaelle and Bruta and up to a small room whose shelves were lined with books, much like the ones Old Haega had. Croenin looked around him in awe. He had never seen so many books, and he knew how valuable such a collection must be now that he had learned to write. He imagined the labor that must have gone into creating so many books. His own hand tired after copying just a few sheets of parchment. He couldn’t imagine copying an entire book. He was so lost in ogling the collection that he didn’t hear the footsteps behind him as a man entered the room.

      The man was tall, towering over most men, his long, curling hair and beard, having long gone completely grey, fanning out from his head and face like a lion’s mane and contrasting with his tan skin. His keen, green eyes watched Croenin carefully, twinkling with delight at the young man’s awe at his collection of manuscripts as he played with a moonstone pendant before tucking it under his dark, velvet tunic. He cleared his throat, smiling as Croenin turned abruptly, startled by his presence.

      “I see you’re appreciating my books,” he said, voice deep and booming in the small space.

      “Yes!” Croenin gushed, unable to help himself. “I’ve never seen so many in one place!”

      Lothaire laughed. Few in the castle had much use for knowledge, more concerned with the baubles and instruments the Aes Sidhe had left behind than their books. Lothaire had spent countless hours deciphering the thin, spidery script the advanced beings had used. What had interested him most, though, were the books he had found locked away, written in decryti by an obviously human hand. These were in terrible shape, parchment eaten by worms in places and leather covers hanging off their bindings. They shouldn’t have existed, he knew, if the history he had come to know of the human world was correct. He thought back to his own father, a bard who had memorized long stanzas of the “Haemne d’Oane” the oral history of man that he had learned from his father, who learned from his father before him, and so on. His father had added the stanzas of the war and the beginning of the Age of Oryn, but what came before, the very beginning, always made him feel some shame for his race, the poor weak race of man, that knew nothing until they saw and copied the Aes Sidhe in the building of tools.

      Instead, it seemed, the Aes Sidhe had come and interrupted a civilization, destroying all human knowledge and razing cities and monuments to build their own on top, erasing human history and accomplishments. Though Croenin didn’t know it, some of what he was looking at was part of Lothaire’s personal project, new books, hidden in plain sight, copied and compiled from the old human books by Lothaire. They contained snatches of true human history, from a time before the Aes Sidhe, before humans found themselves stunted by endless centuries of terror and fighting for their survival. With the right guidance, Lothaire believed, mankind could reach that state of development once again. As Croenin, unable to hide his awe at the collection, stood before him, Lothaire saw in him a protegee, someone who would appreciate the hidden knowledge of the human and Aes Sidhe books alike. For now, though, Lothaire needed to know that he could trust the young man.

      Croenin coughed into his hand, trying to draw the large, lion-like man before him back out of his thoughts. He felt awkward, both because he felt naked at having his shock and awe at the collection of books laid bare for the large man and because of the long moment of silence that now lay between them. He watched as Lothaire’s clouded eyes became clear once more, focusing on his slender form.

      “You can read and write, yes? You must be able to if Jehayne sent you here. Where did you learn to do so?”

      Croenin nodded. “My father taught me,” he lied. “Just before his death.”

      Lothaire nodded slowly, striding over to one of the bookshelves and pulling down a manuscript he had copied recently. Turning to an innocuous page of poetry, he handed the heavy tome to Croenin. “Read the first 4 lines of this for me.”

      Croenin took the book from him and read.

      “With fear and with self-hatred, with little hope,

      With toil and with a cry of praise,

      I cry out to the heavens, letting my voice echo

      For all around to hear my despair.”

      “Good,” Lothaire mused, impressed by Croenin’s steady and clear interpretation of the words.

      “What was that?” Croenin asked. The snatch of poetry was quite different than the messages and reports he had read under Captio. “I’ve never read anything like it.”

      “That, young man, is poetry,” Lothaire said proudly.

      “Poetry? What is it used for?”

      “To move the soul, to tell a story, to relay a history in a manner that is pleasing to the ear.” Lothaire shrugged. “To please. Many have used it to remember our history, using the pattern of the flow of words to aid in memorizing what occurred before the Age of Oyrn. Here, I’ve written it down. What you read there was a bit of a story my father passed down to me of a soldier whose entire family had been killed by the Aes Sidhe.”

      Croenin was astounded. He had never heard the history of mankind, just stories that provided snatches of the past and of course legends that came from human interactions with the Aes Sidhe. He looked around him once more, feeling a deep longing for knowing what the books surrounding him contained. You’re not here to learn, the voice in the back of his head interrupted his thoughts. You’re here to find Ayne and fulfill the prophecy. That was true. His goal was to infiltrate Eudys and Lothaire’s household and find his sister, not sit pouring over the heavy tomes that filled the shelves around him. He sighed inwardly, swallowing his curiosity and turning to Lothaire, who had placed the book of poems on the small almond-wood desk at the center of the room and pulled out a sheet of parchment and an engraver from one of the desk’s many drawers.

      “Here, you’ll copy the lines you just read so I can judge your handwriting.” He pulled out the dainty, cushioned chair behind the desk. “Sit and write.”

      Croenin did so, carefully picking up the engraver and beginning to transcribe the words on his own sheet of parchment. Lothaire watched over his shoulder, humming in approval as he finished.

      “Good,” he said, crossing his arms. “You’ll do fine as a tutor to the children.”

      “Tutor?” Croenin asked, heart sinking.

      He had hoped that he’d be working here, in the small library, with access to the hundreds of books around him.

      “Yes,” Lothaire responded. “Eudys, my brother, wants his children to be literate like I am. I’ve been teaching them decryti these past few months, but I have other responsibilities that take precedence over my current role as tutor. You’ll be taking over that responsibility so that I can focus on other things.”

      Croenin nodded slowly. “When do I start?”

      “Now. It is nearly time for the children’s lesson, and I’ll be guiding you this first time through where they are in their studies and where they should be by the end of the lesson. Under my guidance you’ll be teaching them all I think they should know. Come.”

      He followed Lothaire up a small, spiral staircase feeling as he walked up the shimmering white steps that he was walking through the inside of a seashell. They walked up to the top of one of the palace’s towers, where the staircase opened into a nursery with three beds. Toys were strewn about, finely-carved wooden swords and cloth poppets littering the floor. Battling with two wooden sabers were two small boys, watched by a young girl holding onto the skirts of an overworked nurse. When Lothaire entered the room with Croenin, the boys dropped their swords and ran up to the large man, tackling him in a hug.

      “Papa!” The larger of the boys exclaimed as Lothaire swung him up into his arms.

      Lothaire grinned. “These are your pupils. My own son, Aemis is nine, and his cousins, Eudys’ children, Theudic and Osaene, are eight and seven.”

      Osaene looked at him shyly from her nurse’s skirts, and Theudic smiled widely at him, glad to have someone closer to his own age as his tutor. Aemis, however, frowned.

      “You won’t be teaching us anymore?” he whined.

      “I’ll be overseeing your lessons, and I may pop in from time to time, But Croenin here is more than capable of teaching you all to write and read.” He put his son down. “And he’ll be reporting to me as far as your behavior during lessons.”

      The young man sulked, sticking out his lower lip and looking up at Croenin from under thick, black eyebrows. Croenin tried to smile, already feeling overwhelmed. He had never been around children very often, most children in his village having been told to avoid him when he was growing up. He could already see that this young boy would give him trouble, and was worried about failing at being a tutor before he even started. I shouldn’t worry too much, he told himself, trying to instill more confidence in his abilities. I won’t be here long once I find Ayne. However, he wasn’t so sure about that. Even if he found Ayne, he knew that there was no telling whether she would allow him to confront her head on or if he would be teased even more, with her prolonging their confrontation to throw him off guard.

      Either way, the other two children seemed to take to him almost immediately, and with Lothaire by his side, the lesson went quickly. Croenin, under Lothaire’s guidance, took the children through tracing letter’s in decryti’s blocky script. The lesson passed quickly, thankfully, and Croenin thought he would be free to explore the castle afterward. As he made his way to the staircase, Lothaire stopped him.

      “As a member of this household and tutor to the children, you’ll have many freedoms others do not. But as you have only just joined our household, we cannot let your roam freely just yet. Jehayne will show you where you’ll be staying shortly, and for now you shall remain in my employ. It will be useful to have someone else who can read and write by my side, and you’ll learn how this castle runs.”

      Croenin nodded, disappointed that he wouldn’t be able to find Ayne just yet. He followed Lothaire back down the spiral staircase to the small library. “And what will I do when I’m not with the children?”

      “You’ll do whatever I need of you. My brother and I have been consolidating power here for quite some time, and ensuring that we know all the happenings in our region takes quite a bit of work. It’s growing to be too much for me alone, and, as you gain my trust, you’ll be given more and more responsibility. You’ll report to me tomorrow morning, after the servants’ breakfast.” He turned away from Croenin, looking out one of the glass-paned windows of the library.

      As he did, Jehayne entered the room, turning to Croenin. “Are you ready?” She asked him, and he nodded and followed her out of the small room.

      They descended the spiral staircase, and entered a long hallway that opened into various gardens and courtyards. Croenin walked, staring into the small gardens containing fruit trees, fountains, and small ponds where multicolored fish swam. He had never seen anything so elegant, and the sights shocked and amazed him. This palace made Gallys’ obsidian castle seem so brutal and unsophisticated. At the end of the hallway, they entered a separate wing of the palace, where the servants lived. Though in the same light and airy style as the rest of the opal palace, this wing seemed much humbler, and Croenin was quickly ushered by the ever-busy Jehayne to his small, spare room near the end of the line of rooms.

      “You are to stay here until the dinner bell rings shortly,” she told him. “Settle in, and should you need anything more, find me at dinner.”

      With that, she left, and Croenin was left to his own devices. He surveyed the room and his stark white surroundings, the simple cot and his small table with a hairbrush, lye soap, and towel. He opened the drawers of the table, finding parchment and an engraver, and wondered if Lothaire had requested he be provided with such things. High on the wall opposite the door was a small, round window, and he hoisted himself up, using the small stool under the table to peer out of it. He could see the sloping edge of the green field behind the castle giving way to a sandy beach and a stark blue sea behind it. He frowned, realizing that the beach, though somewhat distant, looked familiar.

      Dropping down to the floor once more, he wondered if anyone would notice if he left his room and decided to chance leaving it before he heard what he assumed was the dinner bell ring. Shrugging, he walked out into the hallway, following a line of servants at the far end of the long, white corridor who were heading to what he assumed was the dining room. He joined the line, walking behind two servant girls who were gossiping about another servant. He eavesdropped on their conversation as he walked, listening as they discussed the scandalous actions of a young stable-boy. He soon tuned out of the conversation, hearing nothing of interest, and instead scanned the small dining hall for his sister.

      He was quickly disappointed as he looked around, seeing no one who even merely resembled Ayne. He sat at one of the long tables in the low-ceilinged dining hall, scanning the room for Rozaelle and Bruta. He spotted them just as they entered and waved them over, and once they sat, he leaned in conspiratorially.

      “Have you seen her?” He whispered furtively.

      “No, I’ve not,” Bruta answered. “Roz and I brought up linens to some of the ladies of the castle, but none of their maids looked like her.”

      “I even hung around and waited to see if she’d come when they all gathered to play instruments and sing for Eudys, which earned me a scolding from the laundress,” Rozaelle complained. “Nothing.”

      “I thought maybe she’d be serving Eudys’ daughter, but she’s only a child,” Croenin said.

      “We still haven’t seen our master’s wives,” Bruta offered. “One of them might be the young girl some of our members saw her serving in their visions.”

      Croenin frowned. “You think so?”

      “Well we won’t know for sure until we find her,” Rozaelle said. “But I wouldn’t give up hope yet. I doubt she’d leave after all you told us about how she’s been playing with you. It doesn’t seem likely she’d flee the castle after all that.”

      “Or she might be hiding in plain sight,” Bruta said. “Finding her might be another one of her games.”

      As dinner was served, they ate in silence, wondering what Ayne might be up to. As the maids of the ladies living in the palace filed into the dining room, Croenin and the girls kept an eye out for Ayne, but she did not enter the dining room. Croenin leaned over to the young man sitting to his right.

      “Are all of the servants here eating dinner? It doesn’t seem like there’s many of us for such a big palace.”

      The boy raised his head from his bowl of soup, looking around lazily. “Aye, I’d say we’re all here.”

      Croenin nodded and glanced at Bruta and Rozaelle, raising an eyebrow. Both girls shrugged. It seemed that before they could help Croenin carry out his destiny, they would first have to find his sister. They ate quickly, and Croenin left the girls as they headed back to the laundry below the castle. As he tried to sneak out of the servant’s quarters, he was stopped by a shrill voice yelling his name. He turned sharply, seeing Jehayne quickly making her way down the hallway behind him.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” She demanded, hands on her hips.

      “I was just going out to one of the courtyards to relax,” he lied.

      “I have strict orders from Lothaire that you remain in the servants’ quarters when not fulfilling your duties. You check in with me before you leave each morning to report to Lothaire and once again when your lessons with the children are done.” She cocked an eyebrow. “That won’t be a problem, will it?”

      “Of course not,” Croenin mumbled.

      “Good.” She dropped her arms. “As you prove your trustworthiness, you’ll be allowed more freedom, but for now, you remain under the same strict rules as other servants.”

      Croenin nodded, making his way around her plump figure and returning to his room. He dropped onto his bed with a sigh. He was so close to finding his sister, yet every time he seemed to be closer to fulfilling the prophecy, there seemed to be another obstacle. As he lay on the bed, his mind began to wander once more to what Ayne had told him weeks ago. What if there is some way around the prophecy? He wondered. Or was Ayne just trying to trick me? He closed his eyes, resting a bit, before deciding to try to see beyond himself. Show me Ayne, he mouthed, and felt himself being pulled out of his body. Yet, almost as soon as he felt himself leave his body, he was roughly slammed back into it. Croenin slowly sat up, feeling as if he’d been kicked in the solar plexus. It seemed Ayne was still blocking him, even more forcefully now that he was nearby. He groaned, stretching, and coughed a few times before lying back down.

      His first week in the castle continued much in this way. Croenin woke each dawn, ate with the other servants, and immediately went to find Lothaire. Once with the man, he was set to work transcribing faded and damaged books of love poems and other unimportant works. Occasionally, he was sent by Lothaire to read some of these poems to Eudys’ wife, Mylesant, something he loathed. The poor woman always looked so uncomfortable and annoyed when he announced his arrival from Lothaire’s office to read to her selections Lothaire thought she might like. Even he could see that the love poems were an awkward attempt at flirting with his brother’s wife.

      Croenin had recognized her as soon as he first saw her, the olive-skinned woman with the curling hair from Old Haega’s scrying, the one Ayne was serving. Yet, every time he visited, his hopes of seeing Ayne were dashed. His sister was never there when he went, Mylesant always having just dispatched her on some errand. Croenin didn’t understand why she allowed him in her quarters each time and was thankful for days Lothaire forgot to send him on this task.

      The rest of his time was spent reading and tutoring the children. Theudic and Osaene, Eudys’ children, loved his visits and were incredibly eager students. He quickly grew fond of them and was impressed with how quickly they progressed in the first week. Aemis, however, seemed to loathe Croenin’s very presence. He sulked as soon as Croenin entered the nursery, the first two days sitting in the corner and refusing to come near. It took much coaxing, but by the end of the week, Croenin had gotten the young boy to start participating in lessons. He could tell the boy was struggling, having a much harder time with decryti than his cousins, and he sulked through the lessons Croenin had prepared under Lothaire’s guidance. Overall, he was an incredibly exhausting pupil, who took up much of the time Croenin had with the children. It was after his final lesson with them that first week that Croenin truly felt the exhaustion of his past week catching up to him. He returned to the servants’ quarters, flopping down on his bed to take a quick rest before dinner and sleep quickly overtaking him. He was asleep for only a few minutes before a scream erupted through the castle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      The castle was in a frenzy. Servants were rushing about, trying to reassure the kings’ relatives, as well as make sure their own friends were alright. Croenin and those who had gone into their rooms for the night slowly filed out of the servants’ quarter, and he looked around for Jehayne, spotting her standing with Lothaire and who he assumed was Eudys across the main hall of the palace. The second man stood even taller than Lothaire, tan like his brother with the same shock of grey hair. Though that is where the similarities ended. Where Lothaire was strong and powerful, Eudys was grossly fat, eyes a dull grey to Lothaire’s stark green. The huge man stood, arms crossed over his belly and face pale with fear. He was listening intently to something his brother was saying. Croenin couldn’t hear.

      Instead, he scanned the room, watching for any sign of the girls or Ayne. He spotted Rozaelle and Bruta as they entered the room with a thin woman with a large nose and thinning hair, the laundress. Rozaelle waved to him, and he walked over as the woman left them to go and gossip with one of the other older women serving in the palace.

      “What happened?” He whispered once near.

      “I’m not sure. We all heard a scream and came up to see where it came from,” Rozaelle answered, glancing at the other girl. “Bruta said something is very wrong.”

      Before Croenin could ask how she knew, two guards entered, carrying a body wrapped in a sheet. The room immediately grew silent as they passed, laying the body at Eudys’ feet. The bleary-eyed man blanched an even paler color, and Croenin feared he would pass out. The portly man held on, though, and ordered all of the servants out of the room.

      “To the servants’ quarters! All of you!” Lothaire added.

      As they slowly congregated near the archway closest to the servants’ quarters, Croenin glanced back, watching as Lothaire pulled back the sheet to reveal a young, woman’s pale face. He pulled the sheet further, and Croenin knew from the top of her velvet dress and the intricately braided style of her auburn hair that she must have been one of the ladies of the palace, a relative or friend of Eudys or his wife. Bruta had been right. Something was very wrong.

      As the servants entered their wing, most began to congregate in the dining hall, emboldened by Jehayne still being with the king and his brother.

      “Did you see her face?” Croenin heard a young man ask.

      “That I did,” a short woman with a lined face said. “It was Rysandre, Mylesant’s sister.”

      “The one that was betrothed to marry Lothaire?” A girl asked.

      “Oh yes, that very one.” The short woman replied.

      Huh, Croenin thought, thinking of Lothaire’s attempted wooing of his brother’s wife. That’s convenient for him.

      “Did they say what happened?” One of the footmen asked.

      “She was fine when I’d just seen her,” one of the housemaids said. “I’d just brought her a tart from the kitchen.”

      She glanced to her left, and all eyes turned to the cook, a short, stout man with a thick, black mustache.

      “Don’t look at me! It was the same fig tarts that the other ladies ate earlier! She wasn’t the only one who asked for them, and they were under my watch the whole time…at least until I handed them off to Sancta.”

      The housemaid who spoke up, Sancta, blushed angrily. “I didn’t do a thing! I just carried it up to her room.”

      “Well, then. Don’t start pointing fingers,” the cook said crossly.

      There was a moment of silence, then, before a hall boy, a young boy of twelve, spoke up.

      “Was Rysandre the one that screamed?”

      “No, I doubt it,” said another one of the housemaids. “Didn’t sound like her.”

      “You know who found her? I bet they were the one who screamed.” A scullery maid spoke up.

      “Oh, what if her sister found her, the poor thing!” the laundress wailed.

      Croenin and the girls listened as the servants went on and on making conjectures. Jehayne still hadn’t returned, and Croenin wondered if they could sneak back out of the servants’ quarters without seeming suspicious. He glanced at Rozaelle, who, by the look she gave him, obviously had the same idea.

      “Stay here,” he whispered to Bruta. “See what you can find out.”

      She nodded, and off they went. No one noticed as the two slipped out of the doorway back into the hall, and they left the servants’ quarters with ease. The courtyards between the main part of the castle and the servants’ wing were eerily quiet as they tiptoed along the stone path and through the archway back into the main hall. The hall was deserted, with no sign of Eudys, Lothaire, or any other important members of the household, and Croenin and Rozaelle slipped across, entering the archway on the other side that led to the stairway he climbed each day to Lothaire’s office.

      Up the stairs they went, stepping quickly but quietly up the white steps. Croenin peeked out of the doorway to the stairs and, seeing no one, ushered Rozaelle into Lothaire’s office. The large man jumped as they entered, and glowered at the two young people. Croenin gulped, and Rozaelle was confused. She opened her mouth to ask why Croenin had brought her here, when Lothaire spoke up.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” He hissed. “I told everyone to stay where they were for a reason.”

      “What happened?” Croenin blurted. “I heard the scream, we all did. Did—”

      “That is none of your concern.” Lothaire glowered at the two.

      “But—”

      Lothaire sighed, raising a hand to cut Croenin off. “It seems there was an accident. We have one of our guards examining the body now. He has some medical training and stepped forward when we were at a loss as to what to do.”

      Croenin wondered if that guard could be Captio, but put that thought aside. “What do you mean accident?”

      Lothaire stared at him. “This doesn’t leave this room. You and…” He looked intently at Rozaelle.

      “Roz. I’m Croenin’s cousin.” She offered.

      Lothaire looked to Croenin, who shrugged. “I didn’t know what had happened to her. I didn’t want to come alone.”

      That seemed to satisfy the large man, who continued. “You and Roz must promise me that you won’t go back to the other servants and gossip.”

      “We promise,” Croenin said.

      “Absolutely,” Rozaelle added.

      Lothaire looked up, closing his eyes and sighing. “Such an undignified way to die,” he muttered before speaking louder. “By the account we were given, it seems that Rysandre most likely choked on a fig tart. Her maid was out fetching a comb from her sister, and when she returned, her lady was on the floor, throat scratched by her own fingernails. An accident, I assume, but once our guard is finished examining her, we’ll be sure.”

      Croenin and Rozaelle nodded slowly. Could this be Ayne? He wondered. It seemed too mundane for her. After seeing his grandmother’s mangled body, message written in her own blood above her, Croenin thought that it seemed likely that this was just a freak accident. Though, it happening so shortly after his arrival did seem suspect. He and Rozaelle were dismissed with a stern warning and snuck back to the servants’ quarters, where many were still gathered in the dining hall, gossiping and stating their own theories as to what had happened. Jehayne arrived shortly after they did, and she quickly ordered the servants to their rooms to put a stop to the chatter. Leaving quickly, Rozaelle, Bruta, and Croenin all piled into the room that the two girls shared before Jehayne could spot them.

      The small room was much like Croenin’s, though in place of his small table that also served as a writing desk was one of the girls’ beds. No toiletries for them, he noticed. It seemed he really was granted special privileges even now. He sat down on one of the beds, and Rozaelle dropped down next to him as Bruta paced. She seemed more on edge than when they had left.

      “What is it?” Croenin asked, eyes following her as she walked back and forth in the small space, hands nervously playing with her long, black braid.

      “I just have this feeling,” she said softly. “That this is just the beginning. I had it earlier, before we all heard the scream.”

      “You’re probably just nervous after what happened,” Croenin said. “We all are.” He glanced at Rozaelle for reassurance, but she looked grim. “What?” He asked her.

      “This has happened before,” she mumbled. “This feeling.”

      “And?”

      Bruta stopped pacing, then, and looked Croenin in the eyes, her large, dark eyes shining with tears. “It happened before the Maelstris Nequitum found me, before I knew what I was.” She sat heavily on the bed across from them, hands fluttering in her lap. “When I was little, maybe five or six, I still lived with my family in one of the northern villages in Toque Staetyme, just on the border with Uqolelle. I was playing with my brother, just outside our cottage, when I got that feeling. I stopped playing and went inside, dragging my brother behind me, and told my mother that I felt like something bad was going to happen. She laughed, of course, just thinking that I had an overreactive imagination or whatever other excuse adults use to talk down to children.” She began fumbling with her braid again, fingers running over it. “Then we heard the shouts.”

      “What happened?” Croenin whispered.

      “Men from Uqolelle, raiding our village for supplies. They set fire to some of the cottages, and the thatch burned quickly, leaving only the stone bases behind. They slaughtered my father and the other men, and took the women. My brother and I were left, because our mother had hidden us under her bed. They were too lazy to look for us children.”

      “What did you do?”

      “What could we do? We were children? We stayed there for who knows how long, until hunger drove us out to search the village. There was no one, not even other children. We decided to leave. I lugged him over the wall after we searched for food and found none, and we set off in search of another village. A couple that happened to be traveling near our village found us and took us in.”

      Croenin was silent a moment. “That was one time, though. That doesn’t mean something like that is going to happen again.”

      Rozaelle rolled her eyes. “Are you seriously being skeptical right now?”

      Before Croenin could answer, Bruta spoke up. “It wasn’t just one time.”

      Croenin frowned and waited for her to continue.

      “Again, when I was older, my adopted father wanted to take my brother on his first boar hunt. My brother was so excited to go.” She stopped, taking a breath to calm herself. “But I felt that something would go wrong. I tried to stop them both from going, but they and my adopted mother laughed me off. It wasn’t until later, when some men from the village brought back their bodies, so badly mangled by the boars’ tusks you could scarcely tell they’d been human, that she knew I had some sort of premonition.”

      “And you think that now it’ll happen again, something terrible?” Croenin asked.

      “Yes!” Bruta stood, tears streaking down her pale face. “I’ve never felt it this strong before. I know something awful is coming, but I’m too useless to know what.”

      Croenin had never seen her so emotional before. He thought back to when he first saw her in the woods, so composed and mysterious. He stood and embraced her, letting her cry herself out as he stared resolutely at the wall in front of him. Something told him that Rysandre’s death wouldn’t be the last, and he knew that Ayne must have something to do with it. He told the girls of his conviction when Bruta had calmed down, and they knew that they had to make more of an effort to find her. Croenin wondered briefly if his own death was why Bruta felt the warning feeling so strongly, but he then ignored that thought. If he were to die, he was taking Ayne with him.

      Croenin snuck back to his room once he was sure the hallway was clear, wary that Jehayne might be lurking about to catch servants who snuck back and forth between rooms. He made it to his own small quarters without incident and dropped onto his bed, wondering how he might catch Ayne the next time he went to Mylesant’s room. He assumed Lothaire would hold off on sending Croenin to her with poetry, in order to allow her time to mourn. Perhaps he could persuade the man that she needed comfort, and instead of love poems he could read her something to take her mind off her grief. That could work, Croenin mused, flopping over onto his stomach and placing his head on his arms. He fell asleep like that, dreaming of rooms filled with thousands of books.

      The next morning, he awoke and skipped breakfast, reporting immediately to Lothaire. To his dismay, the man did not ask for him to go to Mylesant, and his plan of comforting her fell through when Lothaire gruffly shot down his idea.

      “I’m going to her myself,” he said. “It would be rude of me not to in this trying time.”

      When the large man turned his back to leave, Croenin rolled his eyes. Of course, he would use this time to step up his seduction. He was soon left alone, transcribing until it was time for his lesson with the children. It was tedious work, and by mid-morning, he wished he’d stopped and had breakfast, his stomach growling, distracting him from his work. Lothaire hadn’t yet returned, and Croenin wondered if he would have time to sneak down to the kitchen and back when the door of the office opened suddenly, Captio walking in holding a slip of parchment. The two stared at each other, wide-eyed, for a moment, before Captio quickly shut the door behind him and burst out laughing.

      “I can’t believe my luck!” He exclaimed.

      Croenin, surprised by his outburst, asked, “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I was just coming up to give Lothaire my report on what happened to Rysandre.” Captio smirked. “It wasn’t an accidental choking.”

      “No?” Croenin breathed. “What was it?”

      “Her throat was entirely closed when I made my examination.”

      “Poison?”

      “No,” Captio’s eyes were wide as he shook his head. “I thought that, as well, so I tested it by feeding some of the tart she had been eating to a lizard I found lounging in one of the courtyards. The lizard is fine, released him just now after keeping him for observation, in case the poison was slower-acting on his system.”

      Croenin frowned. “Could it have been something else?”

      “I thought perhaps she’d been allergic to fig, but she’d eaten fig tarts many times before. They were her favorite, actually.” He cocked an eyebrow. “I questioned all of the kitchen staff separately.”

      “Then what?”

      “Magic. Someone wanted it to look like she’d choked.”

      “I think I know who that someone is,” Croenin said, standing.

      “I think so too, but let’s not jump to any conclusions yet. She may have a hand in this, but there may be more to it than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pay more attention to the relationships in this place. I think there may be some changes happening very soon.” With that, Captio turned to leave. “Tell Lothaire she choked on a piece of the fig tart,” he said over his shoulder as he exited the room.

      Croenin sat back down, leaning back and staring off into space as he thought. Just like Captio to want to examine all possible suspects before focusing on Ayne, he told himself. Though, Rysandre had been betrothed to Lothaire, who was obviously in love with Eudys’ wife Mylesant. Could Lothaire have done something to her? He knew that Eudys had a sícharae. Or at least a sícharae is being used here, he thought, remembering the dull-looking king. Either Eudys is smarter than he looks or Lothaire is running things. He looked back down to his work, picking up the engraver and starting to transcribe once more. He was nearly done with that page when Lothaire burst into the office, sweating and panting as if he’d run a mile.

      “Go back to the servants’ quarters and remain there,” the large man huffed.

      “Why—”

      “Go!” He bellowed, and Croenin rushed to obey.

      He ran down the pearlescent staircase and to the first floor, where servants were already making their way back to their own wing. Just as before, the dining hall was awash with chatter, but this time there were no conjectures. A footman had fallen to his death from the top of the castle, a place no one was allowed to be. He’d been seen falling by one of the housemaids, who sat in the corner, sobbing out her story. After many tries, Croenin understood that the footman had been smiling madly on his way down to the cobblestones below. He shuddered. This definitely seemed like Ayne’s handiwork. He glanced at Rozaelle and Bruta, who looked much paler than usual. Rozaelle nodded to him and placed a protective arm around Bruta. He wondered if this was only the beginning. Two deaths in two days, he thought. This definitely isn’t a coincidence.

      Much like before the servants were sent back to their rooms, and Croenin, Rozaelle, and Bruta congregated in his room this time. Rozaelle and a shell-shocked Bruta sat on his bed as he plopped down at the small table in front of them, sighing heavily.

      “We have to find her,” he said. “She’s going to just keep killing people.”

      “Why would she do this?” Bruta asked softly. “There doesn’t seem to be a point to it.”

      “I think she just likes chaos,” Croenin answered. “And teasing me, just like she did by killing our grandmother.”

      “This just seems senseless though.” Rozaelle said. “She’s already managed to stay hidden from all of us, why start this?”

      “I think she’s trying to scare us. My sister wants to show us how much control she has here.”

      They were at a loss as to what to do besides trying to find Ayne. The girls returned to their room, and Croenin, once alone, tried to see beyond himself. Show me the killer, he mouthed, and he felt himself struggling to leave his body for a few moments before crashing back down. He let himself catch his breath for a few moments before trying again. Show me Lothaire, he mouthed, feeling the same struggle and fall. He tried to see Eudys, Mylesant, Jehayne, and others, before giving up, chest sore from having his breath knocked out of him and coughing. He was frustrated and felt trapped. What good was such a power if he could only use it when his sister allowed him to? He fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming of running from some unknown danger.

      Croenin was awoken by a scream. Another lady, this time a woman rumored to be having an affair with Eudys. She tripped down the large white staircase that led from Mylesant’s quarters down to the ladies’ own rooms and was seen by her maids as she fell, landing at the bottom of the stairs with a broken neck. The servants, except for a select few, were confined to their quarters, and Croenin was growing restless. The next few days passed like this, two more ladies and one of Eudys’ friends all dying horrible deaths that looked like accidents to all who witnessed them. One lady was crushed by an oryn chandelier as it fell from the high, domed ceiling of the great hall. The other was killed when her room caught on fire, the flames mysteriously vanishing once they reached the door of her chamber. A young man tripped and fell into one of the fish ponds, his tunic catching on a rock at the bottom of the shallow pond and trapping him there. He was found floating face down by the king himself, tunic having ripped just enough to allow the body to float to the surface of the pond.

      Croenin was trapped in his room unless specifically summoned for by Lothaire, who was filled with stress during this time. Croenin had begun to stop suspecting him as the one behind the deaths, until he passed Captio on his way back to the servants’ quarters after taking the minutes of a meeting in which Lothaire questioned two of the ladies who had last been with the drowned young man. Captio quickly pulled him into a darkened and empty hallway.

      “Have you found out anything more on Lothaire?” He whispered.

      “No, I’m stuck in my room most of the day.”

      “What about your ability? Why don’t you try spying on the others by seeing beyond—”

      “Because every time I try, I’m blocked. Ayne is stopping me from doing it, somehow. I think that proves she’s behind this!”

      “This doesn’t seem smart,” Captio said. “We’re all trapped here. It’s not like you can run. What’s more, killing off everyone one by one until she gets to you doesn’t guarantee you’ll die. I know I said this was magic, but it seems rather clumsy.”

      Croenin lowered his gaze. Captio had a point. Ayne up until this point had made him finding her more a game of cat and mouse. This just seemed like endless terror. Though she could be violent, this didn’t seem like her style. Just then, they saw two figures pass the archway at the end of the corridor. Croenin glanced at Captio, who frowned and began creeping toward the figures. Croenin followed and could soon hear what the figures were saying. He recognized Lothaire’s voice.

      “Abdicate.”

      “I will not,” a breathless, whining voice Answered. Croenin assumed this was Eudys.

      “I’ve warned you long enough. You have nothing to hold onto the crown for, you use it for endless feasts to stuff your face and forcing your wife’s cousins and friends to sing for you.” This was Lothaire. “You spend your days doing nothing but lounging around and eating. That’s not what a true king does. Abdicate and hand the crown over to me. I’ll give you my pendant, so you can still have control over those you wish to.”

      A petulant grunt.

      “Brother, you are king only in name, only because you found the circlet first. I’ve given you enough warnings these past few days. Give it to me.”

      “I’ll not! I am the king. My son will be king after me, and then his son as well!”

      “A king doesn’t only secure his line. A king must rule.”

      Croenin heard heavy footfalls stomping away, and knew that Eudys must have retreated in anger. He looked to Captio, who was smirking at him. He had been right. No doubt Ayne was grateful for the distraction, but she had no hand in this. Croenin peeled himself from the wall, waiting until he heard Lothaire’s footfalls fade to speak.

      “Alright, you were right. I’ll admit it,” he whispered.

      “You’re lucky I’m not one to gloat,” Captio joked. “What can you tell me about Lothaire? I haven’t been able to find out much about him.”

      Croenin followed Captio deeper into the hallway once more as they made sure they wouldn’t be overheard. He told his former master of the large man’s book collection, the human books he had found, and of his master’s obvious longing for a return to the time before the Aes Sidhe entered the human realm. He knew Captio would be impressed by the finding and allowed himself to go off topic a bit to tell him of the books of love poems and myths he’d been transcribing, feeling somewhat smug as the slender man tried not to look envious. He told him of Lothaire’s infatuation with Mylesant, and his sessions reading love poems to her.

      “He wants the throne and the queen,” Captio mused. “Well, we’ll have to see how this plays out.”

      “Shouldn’t we stop him?” Croenin hissed. “He just threatened his own brother. If he becomes king—”

      “This is not our fight. Not until we find your sister. She is, no doubt, using this to gather strength and get ready to confront you. If we let our guard down now to try to fight Lothaire, we may find ourselves losing out to her.”

      “How do you know we won’t be next?” Croenin cried before quickly lowering his voice. “Who’s to say we won’t be used to make an example of?”

      “You’re too useful to him,” Captio replied calmly. “And killing me, the man who has been tasked with examining the bodies of those killed, would be useless. He’s killing those closest to the king.”

      Croenin frowned. “The footman—”

      “Was often used by the king in daily tasks. He was close to the king’s inner circle, often bringing them whatever they needed.”

      Croenin nodded slowly, and Captio tried to ease his worry.

      “I also fear that our king is not much longer for this world, which means this reign of terror will soon be at its end.”

      “He wouldn’t.” Croenin’s eyes widened. “I know he said, but that was just a threat—”

      “It was more than a threat. A man hungry for power will not stop at killing those closest to the very person who has the position he wants. Eudys will die, if not tomorrow, then soon, and Lothaire will rule with both sícharae. In the change, we must make our move. Your sister may be hiding from you, but I may yet find her. When I do, you will know, and we will all corner her together. Go now, before you are caught for being so late getting back to your quarters.”

      With that, Croenin left Captio, arriving back at the servants’ quarters just as the dinner bell rang. He waited by the doorway until Rozaelle and Bruta entered, and he made sure to sit with them. Bruta looked terrible. Dark circles lined her eyes, and her skin looked ashen. Croenin looked at Rozaelle, who shook her head, warning him not to mention her haggard appearance. Instead, he waited until the dining hall was full and conversations were in full swing to speak, to ensure he wasn’t overheard.

      “Captio and I overheard Lothaire and Eudys,” he said in a low voice, taking care to keep his face neutral.

      “And?” Rozaelle asked softly.

      “Lothaire is behind the deaths, and Eudys will probably die soon, unless he gives up being king.”

      Bruta frowned. “Do you think he’ll give up his crown?”

      Croenin shook his head, and the three grew silent. Tomorrow’s death would likely spell the most chaos for the castle, if Lothaire’s threat was serious. If the king dies, I wonder if all servants will be forced to be at his burial, Croenin thought. This could be just the thing he needed to draw Ayne out of hiding. Or what if she’s orchestrating this whole thing? Came the voice from the back of his head. He hadn’t thought of that. She did orchestrate his stabbing. She could “make things happen.” Whatever that means, he thought to himself. But again, he had to ask what purpose this all would serve. It seemed too messy a scenario to be useful, unless it was just a show of power, after all. That didn’t seem likely. Ayne didn’t seem like the type to do things with little purpose. Even Old Haega’s death was useful to her in a way, as Croenin was most likely deprived of knowledge that most likely would have helped him find her much sooner, or at least know more about himself and his abilities.

      Still, he hated to think that he and the others were sitting by and letting a man die. After what Croenin had seen in Gallys’ castle, this didn’t seem too bad. There had been no real fear until the deaths started. There had been some complaints from the servants about overwork or a particularly spoiled lady, but no one seemed to fear for their lives. Croenin sighed. Until the deaths started, he had even started to feel somewhat at home here and looked forward to his lessons, which had been suspended since the second death. Then, Bruta groaned, and Croenin and Rozaelle looked up sharply.

      “What is it?” Croenin asked.

      “It’s too much,” Bruta gasped, and Rozaelle shushed her, standing.

      “She’s been like this all day. She didn’t sleep a wink last night, stayed up pacing instead.” She helped her friend to stand. “It’s the premonition. It’s fraying her nerves. I’m going to take her back to the room, tell Jehayne she wasn’t feeling well.”

      Croenin nodded and watched them leave. He looked around the small dining hall, thinking back to the Faero Ursi’s hall. He wondered how the brotherhood was doing under Clythair’s brutal rule and shuddered, hoping no one was punished for his and Captio’s escape. He thought about Saed, Carus, and Aulys, hoping that they weren’t recalled to the keep. He was sure Clythair would be hard on them, as they’d been closest to Captio. Is he searching for us now? He thought. Surely, the branded man hadn’t given up on finding them. They were fugitives. Likely he had labeled them deserters, which meant they were to be killed on sight if found. Would he think to look in Rassement? Captio had said it was unlikely, but Clythair was much smarter than he looked.

      He sat, staring into the bowl of soup that had been passed down the table to him. If Eudys were to die tomorrow, what would that mean for Croenin? Would he serve as the king’s right-hand man, or would he still just be a lowly scribe and tutor? He had been with Lothaire for a little over two weeks, now. He doubted that was enough time to gain the large man’s trust. He hoped he could continue his sessions with Mylesant, however awkward they were. While Captio had offered to find Ayne, Croenin thought that if he varied the time of his visit, he could catch Ayne off guard. He finished his soup and stood to return to his room when a guard entered the dining hall, standing front and center for all to see. The room grew quiet.

      “Everyone is to remain where they are, orders from the King.” He said in a monotone voice, and Croenin knew by his glassy eyes that he was not in control of himself, just like Gallys’ soldiers.

      Croenin frowned and sat back down.

      “What is going on?” Jehayne asked. “Why can’t we leave the room?”

      “The king has ordered everyone to stay where they are,” the soldier repeated in his listless voice.

      Murmuring erupted, and the soldier seemed completely unaware as the servants talked to each other in hushed tones.

      “This is unlike Eudys,” a groom seated across from Croenin whispered.

      “I wonder if someone else died,” a young maid whispered.

      “No way!” the groom replied. “That would be two in one day. Besides, they never sent a guard here for the others.”

      Croenin listened to snatches of conversation around him. They all were asking the same questions. He frowned to himself. Something wasn’t right about all this. He glanced back at the guard who stood still as a mannequin at the front of the room. From the back of his head came the voice, once more. He said, ‘the king.’ He didn’t call Eudys by name. Croenin’s eyes widened. Had Lothaire moved that fast? It seemed unlikely, yet the presence of the guard said otherwise.

      The servants were forced to remain in the hall for the entire night, and Croenin wondered if Rozaelle and Bruta knew what was happening. He worried about Captio, hoped he wasn’t under Lothaire’s spell. He put his head down on the table at one point, staring warily at the guard, dropping into a quick and restless sleep at some points despite himself. The night passed like that, servants too afraid to question further, until the first lights of dawn began to shine through the window. Just as Jehayne was about to speak, the guard, who had stood at attention the entire night, made an announcement.

      “All are to report to the main hall,” he said, before turning on his heel and marching out of the room.

      The servants hesitated, before Jehayne stood firmly and walked to the front of the room where the soldier had stood.

      “We have made it through this night,” she said. “We shall make it through what is to come. Follow me.”

      With that, she walked out of the room, head back and shoulders held high. The others reluctantly stood and followed her down the long, narrow corridor to the stone walkway between the wings. Croenin hung back in the hallway, waiting until the last of the servants had left before knocking on the door to Bruta and Rozaelle’s room. He heard shuffling from behind the door, before Rozaelle opened it a crack, yanking him into the small space once she saw that it was him.

      “What’s happening? Why didn’t the bells sound for breakfast?” She whispered.

      “We have to go,” Croenin said. I think it’s happened. Everyone is supposed to report to the main hall.”

      “Is Eudys dead?” Bruta croaked from her bed.

      “Probably,” Croenin responded. “Get up. We can’t stay here long, or they’ll come looking for us.”

      Rozaelle quickly helped Bruta to stand, and together, she and Croenin supported the pale, raven-haired girl down the corridors. It was slow-going, and Croenin feared they would be in trouble once they arrived at the hall, but no one noticed their arrival. They stood at the back of the crowd of servants, Croenin craning to see over the heads of some of the taller footmen.

      “What is happening?” Rozaelle whispered, looking up at him as she supported Bruta.

      “I can’t see, I’m not sure,” he whispered back.

      As he was talking, they heard heavy footfalls as someone entered the room. Croenin stood on his toes, and he caught a glimpse of Lothaire walking slowly into the hall and sitting heavily on the throne. He gasped as he noticed that the man was wearing Eudys’ circlet. The plain silver circlet perched on his head, the beads of moonstone dotting its circumference almost lost among his long, grey hair. He wore his pendant, the teardrop of moonstone, proudly now, rather than tucking it into his velvet tunic. Croenin dropped back down, leaning to whisper in Rozaelle’s ears.

      “He did it. He killed his brother.”

      They were silent, waiting for Lothaire to speak. As Croenin tiptoed again, he watched as Lothaire put his head in his hands, pretending to grieve for his brother. He is a pretty good actor, Croenin thought to himself. He watched as the large man raised his head slowly, eyes red.

      “The king is dead,” he rasped. “It is with a heavy heart that I say this.” He paused then, sitting up to survey the crowd, gauging their reactions.

      A few ladies wept, some of the king’s friends and male relatives stood in resolute silence. The servants made no sound, fear keeping order among them.

      “It is also with a heavy heart that I tell you that it was he who was behind the deaths.”

      Gasps, then, as the news spread among the crowd. Croenin frowned. No one could possibly believe that.

      “As many of you know, Eudys was tormented by boredom. Many of the ladies know this, as he often held impromptu concerts in which they sang. I know many of the servants know this also, forced to bring him goblet after goblet of wine and plate after plate of tarts, pies, and other delicacies. He often ate and drank himself into oblivion trying to stave off his boredom.” He paused here, letting the implication sink in, letting his audience try to draw their own conclusions before giving them his own. “But in the end, these delights too grew wearisome, and he turned to a more morbid manner in which to entertain himself.”

      Croenin heard a few servants around him gasp. They’re actually believing him, he thought, eyes widening. He looked to Rozaelle and Bruta, who shared his surprise.

      “They must see he’s lying,” Bruta whispered, eyes large with fear and horror. “They saw Eudys. He could be temperamental, yes, but not a murderer.”

      “We haven’t been here long,” Rozaelle responded. “They may have seen a darker side to him than we have.”

      “Or Lothaire is just good at convincing them that they did,” Croenin mumbled.

      Lothaire continued. “We,” he extended his arm, gesturing to the glassy-eyed guards clustered at the front of the hall next to the throne. “did our best to subdue him, but in the end, we were forced to kill him.” He paused, allowing his voice to waver a bit with emotion. “And, as his brother, I step forth as regent, until Eudys’ own son, Theudic, comes of age.” He stood to his full height, waiting for a response.

      The one he received was not what he’d hoped for, Croenin could see that by the flash of anger he quickly hid as the hall quickly broke out in cries of “Bless the little king!” and “Long Live Theudic!” Croenin was surprised by the clamoring, as well. These people have only had a king for a short while, he thought. Why are they so invested in serving one? He wondered if it was a remnant of Eudys’ magic from his own use of the sícharae.

      “What happens now?” Rozaelle whispered, poking him in the ribs.

      “I don’t know,” Croenin responded. “There has to be a burial. Lothaire didn’t mention one, but I’m sure they’ll have one. After that…we’ll see what kind of king Lothaire will be. Either way, we focus on the mission and try to get you two out of here as soon as possible.”

      “What about Captio?” Bruta whispered.

      Croenin couldn’t give her a definitive answer. He couldn’t see his former master among the guards standing beside Lothaire, but he also couldn’t see very well over the crowd. He watched as Lothaire remained standing so that Eudys’ widow, Mylesant, could join him at the front of the room. Croenin gasped as, standing behind her as she stepped away from the group of ladies near the front of the room, was Ayne.

      “What? What is it?” Rozaelle demanded.

      “Ayne,” he whispered back. “She’s with the ladies, just across the hall.”

      Croenin stared, watching as his sister dutifully comforted the tearful woman to her right. She’s an even better actor than Lothaire, he thought. He hoped the servants wouldn’t be sent directly to their jobs after Lothaire finished, that he would get a chance to confront her, even just for a few moments. It would be difficult to separate her from the crowd of women around her, he realized. No doubt she had planned it that way.

      “Mylesant will maintain her station, queen mother to the young prince, as Eudys’ wife and Theudic’s stepmother.” Croenin heard Lothaire announce. “And much will continue as it had before. Fear will not rule here any longer, I will make sure of that. Under my guidance, may we all prosper!”

      With that, he dismissed them to their tasks, calling out to Croenin as the servants began to file out of the hall.

      “Come, we have much to do!” Lothaire boomed.

      Croenin glanced back over his shoulder at Rozaelle, who was still supporting the ever-weakening Bruta.

      “Go,” she said, “I can take care of her.”

      Croenin nodded and walked to Lothaire, looking around for his sister as he did. He caught sight of her walking next to Mylesant, and as they left, she turned and looked at him over her shoulder, smirking. His eyes narrowed, and he hated the fact that he could do nothing to her, not out here in the open. He was startled when Lothaire suddenly clasped him on the shoulders.

      “Keep a steady head, young Croenin. These next few days will be hard,” he said quietly. “From what I’ve read, a transition in power is never easy. There are always those who are looking to usurp the new king, even if that king is rightful.” He began walking toward the spiral staircase, talking to Croenin, who trotted by his side, trying to keep up with his long strides. “The children are being kept under guard, and I have already explained to Mylesant that she must also be, as well. There is no telling if danger still lurks in this castle.”

      Croenin frowned. Lothaire was trying to convince him of his innocence in all this, showing he did not trust the young man. He simply nodded, pretending that he believed all that Lothaire was telling him.

      “I was telling the truth that things will be run much as they had before. It was I who organized this castle, gave everyone their stations after Eudys declared himself a king. The Aes Sidhe had a marvelous system, a hierarchy that I’ve followed here, and as for selecting and assigning positions to the servants, one of the old human books served as my guide.” He stopped, looking intently at Croenin.  “A palace run on past wisdom. I’ve created a well-oiled machine based on what I’ve learned, and I will need your help to implement a new phase. A castle cannot be a self-contained system, at least not for humans. Entire regions were ruled by one man in the past, and it is high time that humans returned to that time. You’ve seen what I’ve done here. Imagine the progress Rassement could make under my guidance!”

      He really believes that he can become an actual king, Croenin thought with a sinking feeling. Lothaire wanted to advance the entire region to the level the Aes Sidhe had been. And that humans were before their arrival, he reminded himself. He began to wonder if he could find Lothaire’s secret books, those with true human history, before he stopped himself. Ayne is your focus, the voice at the back of his head, told him. Yes, he argued back, but until I can actually confront her, I do need something to distract me from all this. Besides, he told himself, I could get a hint at what might come if I do find them.

      He followed Lothaire into his office and sat at the small table in the corner where he had been transcribing books of poems and myths for the now-king.

      “No, Croenin. Come here.” Lothaire called him over to the desk at the center of the room. “I want you to see something.”

      Croenin walked over and looked at the book sitting on the desk. It was open to an illustration of a man. The man took up most of the page, his fur cloak billowing behind him as he stared resolutely at the viewer. In his right hand he held a long, golden staff with a blue orb atop. In his left was a golden scale, like the kind he had seen the elders of his village use during harvest time, when they allotted certain crops to those families whose crops failed or weren’t as plentiful as others’. On his head, the man wore a crown of gold, inlaid with green and red stones Croenin had never seen before. He frowned.

      “Who is this?”

      Lothaire smiled proudly. “This is one of the human kings of old, Vyspan of Toque Staetym. He conquered the region, according to what I’ve read, and Rassement, as well. He raised an army, which is what I shall be doing soon. 40,000 men, he had, but I’ll have to content myself with much smaller numbers. I’ll be starting recruitment from the village this week, enforced recruitment, and I think my guards will be able to persuade them to join. I’ll be training them much like I’ve trained my guards, so I’ll need you here, handling some of my other responsibilities. I didn’t plan on moving so fast, but the time is too ripe.”

      Croenin frowned. He wondered if Lothaire meant that he hadn’t wanted to kill Eudys so soon. If so, why now? What about now made it the perfect time to start with this plan?

      Lothaire continued. “For the time being, you’ll be halting your duty as my scribe. I’ll need you taking on more concerning the household. Jehayne will be reporting to you.”

      Croenin started to feel overwhelmed as Lothaire took him through the castle’s organizational structure, not realizing how many tiers there were to the servants’ stations. He was supposed to make sure that everything, from the servants’ schedules, to the ladies and lords’, terms Croenin to make sure to remember, mealtimes. Lothaire was instituting strict usage of titles in the castle, no doubt to set up a more authoritative figurehead for the king once he managed to weasel his way from Regent into that role. Croenin worried that his plan of ensuring Eudys’ children were safe under the watch of guards was him imprisoning the children until he could decide what to do with them. Croenin glanced at Lothaire, noticing a glint in his eye that wasn’t there before. He thought back to Gallys, who had the same, slightly unhinged glint, and wondered if those who found sícharae were naturally inclined to go mad for power or if the sícharae themselves drove one mad. It wouldn’t surprise him if the latter were true. Aes Sidhe magic, as he had learned from stories, tended to corrupt all around it.

      He remembered a story his mother had told him, frowning as he suddenly remembered that Ayne had been present as well. Though he had gotten his earlier childhood memories back, he found them still somewhat hazy. Yet, he remembered his mother’s voice clearly.

      “You can always tell where the Aes Sidhe used to gather for their revels,” she had told them. “The spots to this day are dead, grass browned, trees withered and gnarled, the air around oddly stale…wherever their magic was used strongest, even the animals avoid those places.”

      Croenin glanced back at Lothaire and the circlet and then down to the pendant the man kept on him at all times. If the Aes Sidhe’s magic could corrupt nature, he saw no reason why it couldn’t corrupt humans. Could it corrupt you? The voice at the back of his head interrupted his train of thoughts. He hadn’t thought of that. If he had Aes Sidhe blood and therefore magic coursing through his veins, could he be corrupt or doomed to become corrupted as well? Would his soul blacken the longer he stayed alive? Is that why I’m supposed to die? He asked himself. He had no answer.

      He thought of his vision, when his mother had summoned that horrifying Aes Sidhe. He couldn’t know if they were all as terrible looking as that one, but he couldn’t help but wonder if the pale, skeletal being’s appearance had been degraded over time due to its magic. Perhaps the longer the Aes Sidhe lived and used their powers, they were eaten from the inside out, like an apple rotted by a worm. Croenin shuddered, wondering if Ayne, who seemed to be much more in tune with her abilities was experiencing the same. Perhaps that’s why she had become what she was now.

      “I have something else to show you,” Lothaire said softly, interrupting his thoughts. The large man turned and took a thick book from the shelves behind him. The leather cover looked worn, and on the front was stamped a spiral. Lothaire traced the spiral reverently with his finger before opening it. It looked just like the book Old Haega had read from the last time he saw her alive.

      “What is it?” Croenin asked, trying to hide his shock and failing, though, Lothaire took it for awe.

      “It is perhaps one of my greatest finds.”

      “From here in the castle?”

      “Oh no, from a castle years ago in Toque Staetym. Eudys and I were traveling, then, hunting all the abandoned Aes Sidhe structures and ruins after we first found the human books here. Though luckily, I have others to travel and search for me now,” he added as an afterthought, causing Croenin to frown. “This book wasn’t written by human hands, dear boy. This is an Aes Sidhe tome.”

      Lothaire beamed proudly, and Croenin did not try to hide his amazement and confusion.

      “Why are you showing me this?”

      “Because you are bright. You can make connections, and I’m sure you can see where I could take our region, our race. We could build up human society, even better than our ancestors who wrote the book I showed you earlier. We could be a society that produces poetry, and art, and music once more, rather than just transcribing that which is already written. I’ve seen books of technology you would not believe! We can be that again. We can flourish rather than just survive, and when the Aes Sidhe return, we will be ready for them.”

      “When the Aes Sidhe return?” Croenin choked. That had caught him off guard.

      “Oh, don’t be so surprised. We know that a few still cross back and forth between the Unknown and here. You get stories from travelers, you know. Anyone with sense knows that it is possible that they all find a way back and try to reclaim the realm once they regain their strength. It isn’t a matter of if, it’s a matter of when. Though, as weakened as they were when we banished them all those years ago, it is doubtful that time would come soon.”

      “And your army…it won’t be just for conquering. It’ll be to protect against the Aes Sidhe, too.” Croenin wished he could find Captio and tell him all of this.

      “Don’t say conquering,” Lothaire chided him. “It is reclaiming what once was held by one man. And yes, though those that join won’t know that. I would likely have a rebellion on my hands if word spread the soldiers may be battling Aes Sidhe.”

      Croenin remembered Captio saying something similar and nodded.

      “But it is for the greater good that they are equipped to do so,” the large man continued. “If humans with little to no training and weak direction from self-appointed leaders could drive the Aes Sidhe from the realm, imagine what an army with real, trained generals, like the Aes Sidhe had, could do.”

      Croenin knew that Lothaire was right. If humans could organize themselves with each fighter having real weapons, like those of the Faero Ursi, rather than most fighting with farm tools or whatever blunt object forged of oryn they could find, they would be much better equipped to fight off an Aes Sidhe invasion. What’s more, with training, they would stand a much better chance.

      “You’re right,” he said softly.

      “I knew you would see it that way,” Lothaire said, smiling softly. “You are a clever one, I could see that from your first day here, and I’d rather put your sharp mind to good use.”

      Croenin knew that meant working toward whatever aim Lothaire wanted him too. The man saw himself as a savior of mankind, a bringer of light to the human race. What’s more, he saw Croenin as a tool to accomplish what he saw as his destiny.

      “You said you have others searching for books,” Croenin said, trying to broach the subject casually.

      Luckily, Lothaire was still basking in his own vision, too occupied to notice how fumbling and awkward the change in conversation was.

      “Yes! Illiterate men I pay per book found. I showed them the type of thing to look for and set them loose. They found the Aes Sidhe book you see before you.”

      “Where did they find it?” Croenin’s throat was dry, and he swallowed thickly, hoping that this wasn’t the same book.

      His hopes were dashed when Lothaire responded. “In a little village in the south of Toque Staetym. The men were passing through and looking for a place to stay for the night. They ended up breaking into an abandoned cottage at the edge of the village once night fell and no one would see them. It was by chance that the place held a shelf of Aes Sidhe books.”

      Croenin’s heart sank. This was no doubt his grandmother’s book, and the thieves had taken this and others with no respect for the cottage’s former occupant. Trying not to sound too sullen, he spoke.

      “What is so important about this book?”

      Lothaire grinned. “It predicts the return of the Aes Sidhe.”

      Croenin gasped, though not for the reason Lothaire thought. The lionlike man opened the book to the middle, and Croenin frowned as he saw a flowing script totally unlike the sharp, blocky decryti.

      “Ah, yes. This is the Aes Sidhe’s own writing system, the name of which I have not yet discovered. But, after years of trying, I was able to decipher it. Do you want to know what this page says?”

      Croenin nodded, though, unknown to Lothaire, he could already read it. He stared at the page with wide eyes as understanding filled his mind, and he wondered if those with Aes Sidhe blood could automatically understand the spidery, elegant letters.

      Lothaire read:

      “Age of Oryn would be short-lived, ending with the collision of the Sun and Moon. Sun will set for the final time, bringing the Moon down with it, and a New Age will begin, with the followers of the Sun ruling over the followers of the Moon.”

      This part, Croenin knew, but Lothaire explained.

      “The followers of the sun are those that live by day, the humans, while the followers of the moon are the Aes Sidhe, as they were always primarily active in their mischief and revels at night.”

      Croenin frowned. He hadn’t thought of it like that, and he wondered if twisting the prophecy’s words, by making the Sun and the Moon apply generally to the humans and Aes Sidhe, he and his sister might circumvent the prophecy. I might get to live after all, he thought.

      “But ‘Sun will set’?” he asked, as that part seemed too focused on his death.

      “In the war against the Aes Sidhe, the majority of the human population was killed. That is why we are so spread out among our respective regions now,” Lothaire explained. “When the Aes Sidhe return, I fear that this predicts that most humans will be wiped out once more, a final step backward before we flourish once more for all eternity.”

      Croenin nodded slowly, but the voice in the back of his head chastised him. Even if you can twist the words of the prophecy, you would sacrifice an untold number of people so that you get to live? He hesitated. If his own life could save that of many, the voice was right. It would be selfish for him to try to preserve himself at such a high cost.

      “But that is not the most interesting part of all this,” Lothaire said. “This book talks about a man, the offspring of the Aes Sidhe king and a human woman. He was the one who made this prophecy.”

      Croenin did not try to hide his shock as Lothaire turned pages, trying to find something. His grandmother had only read him that prophecy. He wondered what more there could be.

      “Ah!” Lothaire exclaimed. “I’ve found it. Listen here.” He read once more:

      “Ah,” the old man exclaimed to him. “In my foolhardy youth, I supposed I had the power to tell what was to come. That was a mere delusion, I know now, and I am grateful I was deluded for so long. Who knows what I might have done as a child or a youth. Who knows how I might have shaped this world. I shudder to think of what the consequences may have been.

      When I spoke my fears as a child, I spoke them in absolutes. ‘Elder Servus will die,’ ‘Ivia’s baby will be stillborn,’ ‘All our cows will die.” This was no foretelling, as I and the rest of my village thought. This was me speaking these things into existence. My prophecy of the Age of Oryn and its saving, that too will come to pass, merely because I spoke it. The world will shape itself to my words, and that is my gift to the human race.”

      Croenin had gone pale. Had Old Haega known this, that the prophecy was no prophecy at all? He scanned the page with his own eyes, taking in the words. There was no doubt that what Lothaire had read was true. The world shapes itself to his words, he thought. The Age of Oryn wouldn’t end, even if he didn’t kill Ayne, even if he didn’t die. Ayne had been right after all. Why had their grandmother been so adamant, then, that he should kill her? He had to tell Rozaelle and Bruta. He had to find his sister and tell her that they didn’t have to play the roles Haega had prescribed for them. He turned to Lothaire.

      “So, no matter what happens, humans will come out on top?” Croenin asked.

      “It seems so, though I do not like to take a chance believing what may be Aes Sidhe lies,” Lothaire responded. “I will still prepare my army. That may be what keeps the Aes Sidhe from completely wiping us out in the end,” he mused, no doubt adding ‘savior of mankind,’ to his list of future roles for himself.

      Croenin nodded slowly. “If I’m just to take care of the household, why are you telling me all this? You said because I’m bright, but there has to be more of a reason than that.”

      Lothaire grinned slyly. “Ah, dear Croenin, you are correct. I have great things envisioned for you. I am giving you smaller responsibilities now, but have patience. I am grooming you for greater things. I hope that by the time you are my age, you’ll be able to serve directly under the king.”

      Croenin wondered if Lothaire expected to live that long, or if he was planning to put his own son on the throne. It was doubtful to Croenin, having come to know Lothaire’s ego, he’d imagine his brother’s poor children in a position of power. He wondered where Aemis was. It seemed odd that Lothaire would abandon his own son’s learning with his cousins’, though that could have been to throw off any gossip about the children. Croenin decided to try to ask about this tactfully.

      “So, I won’t start tutoring the children again at a later date?”

      “Perhaps,” Lothaire said, eyes glazing over as he thought, formulating a plan.

      “I may send them to you occasionally, but for now, for their safety, they will only be under the care of their nurse and, for Theudic and Osaene, their stepmother as well.”

      “Theudic’s mother?” Croenin blurted before he could stop himself.

      “Died in childbirth,” Lothaire said offhandedly.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said awkwardly.

      Lothaire gave him a tight smile. “I do not dwell on it too much.”

      Croenin merely nodded, feeling discomfited. Lothaire seemed not to notice, or at least ignored Croenin’s discomfort to try to save him from embarrassment.

      “No matter, your new duties shall begin at once. You will continue to report to me each morning, however, so that I can make sure things are running smoothly under your care.”

      The rest of Croenin’s day was spent shadowing Lothaire, and he quickly felt overwhelmed by the sheer amount of things he had to remember about the castle household. He collapsed in his bed at the end of it all, once the servants had their dinner and everyone was slowly filing back to their rooms. Just as he laid down, he heard a soft knock at his door. He groaned softly, before rising to open the door a crack and see who it was. As he did, Rozaelle burst into the room, dragging a much healthier looking Bruta behind her.

      “We have so much to tell you! Where have you been?” Rozaelle whispered furtively.

      “I was at dinner, unlike you.” Croenin said in a low voice.

      Rozaelle rolled her eyes and plopped down on the bed, with Bruta dropping down beside her. “We found Captio!” she exclaimed.

      “You did? Is he alright?”

      “Yes! When we were delivering fresh linens to the guards, we saw him. Did you notice that the guards aren’t acting strangely anymore? Have you seen any today?”

      Croenin shook his head, realizing for the first time that he, oddly, hadn’t seen any guards at all.

      “Weird,” Rozaelle said. “But anyway, he said he remembers the night Eudys died, and when he tried talking to the other guards about it, they seemed to remember everything differently. He didn’t say much to them, because he feared they’d tell Lothaire if he seemed to be implicating him in his brother’s murder, but he told us what he remembered.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said the night Eudys was killed, he could feel his body moving without his control, but he couldn’t do anything to stop it. He and a small group of other guards came upon Eudys while he was sleeping, and then he heard Lothaire threaten his brother, telling him this was his last chance to do the right thing. He was at the back of the crowd of guards, so he couldn’t see very well, but he heard Eudys tell his brother no, and then he saw Lothaire step back and leave the room.”

      “What happened then?” Croenin breathed.

      “They surrounded his bed and stabbed him to death, Captio was horrified.”

      They were silent for a moment, before Croenin spoke.

      “And what do the others remember?”

      Bruta spoke for the first time. “That Eudys tried to attack them, some even claiming that he was trying to control their minds, so they’d turn on their fellow guards.”

      “That seems pretty unlikely from the king who spent most of his time eating and sleeping,” Croenin responded.

      “Of course, it is!” Rozaelle exclaimed. “Everything he was accused of seemed unlikely, but Lothaire gave such a persuasive speech. Even down in the laundry the other girls and some of the women, even, are talking about how Lothaire made such a big sacrifice to save us.” She made a face. “He’s really gotten away with it.”

      “What did you have to tell us, Croenin?” Bruta asked.

      “Before I tell you, I have to say, you look a lot better,” Croenin said. “No offense.”

      Bruta chuckled. “None taken. I think the king’s death was what made the feeling as strong as it was. I knew something big was coming.”

      “So, it’s gone now, the feeling?” Croenin asked, concerned.

      “Not entirely, but much weaker than before. Bearable now.”

      Croenin nodded, smiling. “I’m glad, even if there is more to come.”

      Rozaelle stood, impatient. “So, what did you have to tell us?”

      Croenin sat at his little table and told them of Lothaire’s plan to raise an army to conquer the region and protect against the Aes Sidhe. He told them how the man aimed to bring the human race back to where it was before the Aes Sidhe’s arrival, telling them of the book and the drawing of the king from centuries before. He finished with the reiteration of the prophecy from the book with the spiral stamp, the confession of his great-grandfather, and his theories on how to get out of the prophecy, leaving out, not with some guilt, his questioning whether his death would save lives.

      “So, this prophecy isn’t an actual prophecy.” Bruta said quietly.

      “It’s not. It was just Naero trying to impress people with something that sounded like a prophecy. He knew whatever he said had to happen.”

      “Then why make it so cryptic? And why didn’t Haega say anything about that when she told you about the prophecy?” Rozaelle asked, frowning.

      “I don’t know. Haega made it seem like the prophecy was set in stone but—”

      “As long as it happens in a way that satisfies your great-grandfather’s words—”

      “The prophecy came true, as long as whatever forces control it are concerned,” Croenin finished.

      “We have to tell Ayne. Does she know? We could convince her that all of this isn’t necessary!” Rozaelle said firmly.

      “I don’t know. She told me once, when I saw her in a vision, that the prophecy could be circumvented. I don’t know if that means she’s read what Lothaire read to me or if she’s just overly confident in herself.” He chuckled darkly.

      “Either way, we could try to convince her that neither of you have to die,” Bruta suggested.

      “Then why would my grandmother be so adamant about me killing her? She even gave me the dagger with which to do it!”

      “We need that book,” Bruta said. “Do you remember where exactly Lothaire pulled it from?”

      “Of course, but I can’t just take it. He’d know it was missing as soon as he walked into the office.”

      “Then find something that looks like it to replace it until we find what we need in it,” Rozaelle said. “What color is the book?”

      “It’s plain leather,” he said.

      Rozaelle nodded, dashing from the room and returning with a piece of hard leather.

      “Where did you get that?” Bruta and Croenin asked at the same time.

      “One of the guards’s leather breastplates cracked, and since it couldn’t be mended, the laundress was keeping it to see what else could be done with it.”

      “Won’t you get in trouble for taking it?” Croenin asked.

      “Doubt it,” Rozaelle said, shrugging. “She has a huge stash of bits and pieces of the household’s things that broke or tore. I don’t think she actually looks at the pile she has unless she’s adding something else to it. You have a dagger, right?”

      Croenin nodded, and she continued.

      “Then what if you cut a piece in the shape of the cover, stuff it with the rest of the leather, and then place it in the spot that the book is in now? It’ll look crude, yes, but it should serve to keep him from noticing the spot is bare long enough for us to find out more of what the book says.”

      It was a risky plan, but Croenin knew that it was the only plan they had so they could know for sure about the truth of the prophecy. Croenin took the dagger from his boot and began to cut the leather carefully, trying keep his hand steady enough to cut a convincing book cover. It was difficult, as the leather was thick, but after a few tries, he managed to cut out a shape that was roughly the same size as the book he remembered. He did as Rozaelle had suggested, folding it over the scraps so that it looked, from the outside, like a real book.

      “How am I going to get this up to his office without looking suspicious?” He asked.

      “Give it to me,” Bruta said. “I can put it in my laundry basket in the morning. You’ll be in his office alone at some point, I’m sure. I’ll dawdle on that floor for the first part of the morning, and you can find me quickly so that I can give it to you. Then you can make the switch and put the real book in my basket. I’ll hide it in my room until we can look at it tomorrow night.”

      “Alright, let’s try it.”

      Croenin handed her the leather “book,” and she and Rozaelle went back to their room. Croenin laid down on his bed, staring at the ceiling. He felt restless, like he needed to do something, but he didn’t know what. He sat up, staring at the door for a moment, debating, before standing and walking out of the room. He closed the door carefully behind himself, looking quickly around the long hallway to make sure no one was lurking. Once he was sure it was all clear, he made his way to the door at the far end of the corridor and slipped out of the servants’ quarters.

      The walkway between the wings was deserted, as were the courtyards surrounding it. As he was nearing the large archway that lead into the great hall, he paused, seeing movement to his right. Croenin froze, before realizing he had been startled by a lizard darting to a rock near one of the ponds and laughed at himself for being so easily frightened. The great hall too was deserted, not surprising due to how late it was. No doubt most of the lords and ladies, not to mention Lothaire, were in their own rooms by now. As Croenin darted to the spiral staircase on the other side, he heard voices and pressed himself in a dark corner, willing himself not to be seen.

      Through the hall breezed Mylesant, with Ayne trailing behind her, holding a torch. Croenin held his breath, watching as his sister glided behind the queen.

      “I was so tired of being all cooped up,” the young queen was saying. “how did you convince the guards to let me out?”

      “Oh, it was not difficult,” Croenin heard Ayne say. “I just—”

      “What?” Mylesant whispered.

      “Someone is here,” Ayne whispered back. “I heard something.”

      Croenin forced himself not to breathe, and he saw Ayne turn around, searching the large, dark room. Her eyes stopped on him, and she grinned.

      “Croenin,” she called softly. “Is that you?”

      Croenin cursed himself, and wondered if Ayne had been behind the restless feeling he had gotten, that made him leave his room. Did she plan to find him here? He slowly stepped out of the shadows, greeting her bright smile with a sullen look.

      “What are you doing out of your room?” She asked, glancing at Mylesant.

      “I could ask you the same question,” Croenin responded as he crossed his arms.

      “Fair point,” said the queen. “We were tired of being confined to our quarters, and decided to take a walk. Now, you.” She smiled.

      “Much the same,” Croenin said. “I haven’t been allowed to go anywhere but the servants’ quarters and Lothaire’s office, except for the few times I tutored the children or shadowed him in some other duty, and I was feeling—”

      “Trapped?” Mylesant finished for him.

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, where were you planning on going?” Ayne asked him, eyes shining in the flickering light.

      “I don’t have a destination. I just wanted to walk.” Croenin frowned.

      “Oh good, you can join us!” Mylesant exclaimed.

      She took Croenin by the hand, and they began walking to a part of the castle Croenin hadn’t been in yet.

      “Where are we?” He whispered.

      “Oh, Lothaire hasn’t had this part of the castle cleaned yet! It’s still in disarray from when the Aes Sidhe were driven from it. All but him are forbidden to enter”

      “It isn’t locked?” Croenin asked, somewhat nervous.

      “Oh, it is, but Ayne discovered a way to get in! She’s so clever!”

      Croenin fought the urge to roll his eyes as his sister grinned. As she opened the door, the queen grabbed the torch from her and confidently entered the dark, dusty chambers.

      “Why now?” Croenin whispered when the young woman was out of earshot.

      “Why not?” Ayne responded.

      “I want a real answer.”

      The silver-haired girl shrugged. “It’s gotten boring waiting for you to figure out a way around the rules of this place to find me.”

      “Even if I got around the rules sooner, I couldn’t have gotten around the block you placed on me being able to see you.”

      Ayne frowned. “What block? I ended that as soon as you entered the castle.Besides, you could have gotten around that if you tried.”

      “You aren’t blocking me? Then why can I no longer see beyond myself when I’m here?”

      “I have nothing to do with that. Someone else must be limiting your power.”

      “That’s impossible. You are the only one who knows about my ability besides—”

      “Besides the friends you brought here? Maybe so. Or maybe someone else has a reason to try to stop you.”

      Croenin frowned, and he and Ayne kept a few paces behind Mylesant as she explored, coughing softly every so often from the dust she stirred up.

      “Have you met our great-grandfather?” He whispered, looking sidelong at Ayne to gauge her reaction. She seemed oddly serious at the moment, very unlike her usual teasing ways.

      Her eyebrows rose before she made her face neutral once more. She doesn’t know? He thought.

      “Yes, I have. It was brief. I managed to catch him unawares before he knew that I knew he was still alive.”

      “And?”

      “He was angry. I wasn’t supposed to find him—”

      “Unless something was terribly wrong.”

      “Yes,” she breathed. “That’s exactly what he said.”

      “Did you ask him about the prophecy?”

      “I tried. He was mostly angry that I found him.”

      “When was this?”

      She looked at the ceiling. “Quite a while ago. Definitely before you remembered me. ” She sat on an old, rickety-looking stool, glancing to the other corner of the room where Mylesant was picking through pieces of old Aes Sidhe clothing.

      “So, he said nothing important?”

      “No, no, that’s not what I said. He said something incredibly strange.”

      “What?” Croenin hissed. “Stop toying with me.”

      “I’m not.” Ayne frowned. “He said he wished he’d been more specific.”

      Croenin smiled. “He did?”

      “What? What do you know?” She demanded. “Now you’re toying with me.”

      “The prophecy Haega read--”

      “Yes, yes, the sun sets and the moon gets dragged down…what about it?”

      “The prophecy isn’t a prophecy at all. Our great-grandfather couldn’t see the future, but he could make things happen by speaking them into existence.”

      “So that whole flowery prophecy…”

      “It was him trying to prolong the Age of Oryn. Which means the Age won’t fall, but how that happens is somewhat dubious. As long as things happen how the prophecy says, we don’t matter,” he said, and told her of Lothaire’s interpretation.

      Ayne stared into space, thinking on all that had been said, before asking him, “Then why was he so adamant about things playing out this way?”

      “I’m not sure. That is what I’m trying to figure out.”

      Ayne stood. “Mylesant,” she called. “We should be getting back if we don’t want to get caught.”

      She glanced at Croenin as they walked out, and he caught her by the arm before she could leave.

      “Why Haega?” He asked.

      She shook him off, and before she was out of the doorway said, “Because she ruined me.”
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      Ayne’s words rang through his head as Croenin headed up the spiral staircase the next morning. What could she have meant when she said Old Haega ruined her? He asked himself as he headed into Lothaire’s office. The man wasn’t there at the moment, and he was wondering if he had time to switch out the books when he noticed a note for himself on the desk.

      “Croenin,” it read. “I will not be reachable today, so I must entrust that you will manage your new responsibilities with haste and discretion. Should you have any questions or come across any problems, Jehayne shall aid you. Please begin with the accounts under this note.”

      Croenin thumbed through the sheets of parchment below before doubling back to the staircase, where Bruta was just ascending the steps. He nodded to her and silently took the makeshift “book” from her, quickly switching it out with his grandmother’s book from Lothaire’s office. He had decided to keep the book on him, for now, instead of putting it in her basket, as they had no need to worry with Lothaire gone. He kept the fake book in its place just in case, as should the Regent return, he could slip it under the stack of drawers on the desk itself, where no one would find it until he could place it back where it went. When they were sure everything was in place, she left him, and he began his day’s work. It was slow-going and tedious, pouring over the numerous items from the outside world the castle needed and paid for, but he was soon given a break when Captio quickly entered, shutting the door softly behind him.

      “I heard Lothaire had left, and I came as soon as I could. I need an update.”

      Croenin told him all that he had learned and of his impromptu meeting with Ayne last night. Captio seemed annoyed when he finished.

      “Why not take her out, then and there?” He demanded.

      Croenin was surprised. “You always say to try to learn all sides of a problem before tackling it. I just got new and surprising information that would make me killing her or us both dying seem silly. I—”

      “You don’t know that. You yourself said that you haven’t figured out why your grandmother wanted the prophecy to happen in this way. It seems obvious looking at both of you that you fit prophecy, you the sun with your golden hair, her the moon with her silver. You both have the blood of Ollheist, and that is a more powerful magic than anything that currently exists in this realm. Even if your great-grandfather didn’t mean for it to happen in this way, it seems that the forces in this realm have decided that they should, that you two should seal the fates of humans and the Aes Sidhe.”

      “That isn’t a good enough reason for this to happen! Just because it seems like it should, doesn’t mean we have to let things fall into place. Besides,” He leaned down, taking the book from under the desk. “I have my grandmother’s book in which the prophecy was originally written down, the same one where my great-grandfather confesses that it’s not a real prophecy at all. If my grandmother read this whole book and still thought the Age of Oryn had to be protected through us, we’ll know why by reading it.”

      “Where did you get that?” Captio breathed, eyes immediately drawn to the spiral stamped on the book’s cover. “That spiral…that’s an Aes Sidhe book.”

      “It is. Lothaire confessed to me that he has men trolling this region and Toque Staetym for books by humans and Aes Sidhe. They found my grandmother’s cottage by some fluke, and here we are.”

      “Yes, but how did your grandmother get it?”

      “That I don’t know,” Croenin said. “She had a shelf full of books, but at the time I didn’t know I could read them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look,” Croenin said, and opened a page for Captio to see, watching as understanding dawned on his slender face.

      “Can all with Aes Sidhe blood read this?”

      “Yes, though Lothaire figured out the script, like it was a sort of code.”

      “Or his sícharae helped him along,” Captio muttered. “But where did you find the confession? Start there.”

      Croenin began flipping pages, eyes adjusting to the strange, looping script. As he was turning, something caught his eye, and he read.

      “The Aes Sidhe caught wind of the prophecy spoken by the old man. They knew his prophecy to be false, his words only having power in that they shaped the space around them, not because they foretold what was to come. They quickly set in place a new motion in the human realm, and a scout was sent to find the old man and his family. The Aes Sidhe would carry out the false prophecy, if it was to be done, through the old man’s line. Each side would receive a champion, and both would die as was fair. Though, with no true champion reigning, the Age of Oryn would be prolonged for a time, until the Aes Sidhe are ready to return. The old man spelled a death-knell for the Age of Oryn when he said it would be short-lived. This new age, in which the ‘followers of the Sun’ would rule the ‘followers of the Moon,’ has no definite end, and will be even shorter than the humans’ Age of Oryn.”

      “Was my grandmother working with the Aes Sidhe?” Croenin whispered, staring at the page.

      Captio did not answer but took the book from him, flipping through it and stopping in some places to skim. After a while he shook his head and placed the book back before Croenin, laughing in disbelief.

      “It is all false. It is all a plan by the Aes Sidhe,” Captio said. “And Haega must have hid this from us.”

      “Or it’s a trick by the Aes Sidhe. Maybe Lothaire’s men have a different book. Maybe—”

      “You said yourself that this is your grandmother’s book.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “But…there are no ‘buts.’” Captio paused, thinking. “Lie down.”

      “What?” Croenin frowned.

      “I said, lie down. You’re going to find your great-grandfather.”

      “I can’t! I can’t travel here. You know thi—”

      “Something tells me you’ll be able to now. Do it.”

      Croenin sighed and did as he was told, lying on the cold, stone floor and scrunching up his eyes as he tried to focus.

      “Show me my great-grandfather,” he said, and he smiled as he began to feel the familiar, and much-missed, pull.

      He did not travel far, only a short distance through the walls of the castle and to the beach a little ways behind it. You, Croenin thought. Standing there in front of him was a man he’d seen before, though it took him a moment to remember where. You were at the inn when I first arrived with the Faero Ursi! Croenin remembered him sitting in the corner, glowering at them as they walked in, though his blind eyes couldn’t have possibly seen them so clouded with cataracts. His great-grandfather smoothed a tuft of silver hair and straightened his old, worn tunic before responding.

      “Yes, I’ve been keeping an eye on your winding journey,” he said in a surprisingly deep voice. “You’ve been doing everything possible to get sidetracked from fulfilling my prophecy.”

      Prophecy? You know I don’t believe that anymore.

      “I know. I know too well, but that doesn’t mean that you should try to run from this. The Aes Sidhe want my prophecy to happen. Ollheist himself has been engineering this from the moment the words left my lips. You’ve got too much against you to try to weasel your way out of it now.”

      You’d kill your own grandchildren just to make the Aes Sidhe happy?

      “Not to make them happy, boy. But to avoid something even worse.”

      What does that mean?

      The old man looked off into the distance. “When I was a young boy, oh maybe seven or eight years old, I got it into my head that my best friend was going to die soon. It was a fear, and I was an anxious child, so I had such fears often. But, by that time I’d taken it to mean that any fear I experienced, any intrusive thought, was going to happen. So, I told him he would die soon. Well, he tried everything to avoid it, stayed inside and refused to play with us other kids. Poor thing didn’t even tell his parents what I’d told him. They just saw him get so withdrawn all of a sudden, though they guessed what had happened after he passed.”

      How did he die?

      “When he was inside one day, sitting in his little corner, away from anything that could hurt him, one of the beams of the ceiling of his cottage collapsed, falling on him. He didn’t die immediately, unfortunately. Only passed on after three days of absolute agony.”

      How do you know he wouldn’t have died in a less-horrible way if he accepted what was going to happen?

      “He could have been playing outside with us, where even greater dangers would have killed him swiftly.”

      You don’t know that. You don’t know what’s going to happen at all. The way the prophecy is fulfilled doesn’t matter. You’re just too afraid to admit that. You were wrong about your power when you thought you had the gift of prophecy, but you won’t admit that you’re wrong now. Humans are advancing, he thought angrily at his great-grandfather, thinking of Lothaire and his plans for an army. When the Aes Sidhe return, we will be ready. The prophecy will be fulfilled another way.

      “You foolish child,” was all his great-grandfather said before he was thrust back into his body more roughly than usual.

      “You saw him,” Captio said, helping him to sit up as he coughed.

      “I did,” he gasped. “He thinks going against the Aes Sidhe’s plan is a stupid idea. He thinks something worse is going to happen if we try to stop it.”

      “He can’t know that,” Captio said. “He can only know what is happening currently.”

      He helped Croenin to stand, and the young man sat down at the desk once more.

      “So, now I’ll talk to Ayne. If I don’t have to kill my sister, I won’t.”

      “Even after she killed your grandmother?” Captio frowned.

      “She killed her in revenge, at least that’s what she said.”

      “Revenge for what?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I hope to find out.”

      “How much work do you have left?” Captio asked, leaning on the desk.

      “If I work for an hour more, I should be done with all that I am tasked with today, besides checking in with Jehayne this evening.”

      “Good. Finish here and then go to her.”

      “I can’t. She’ll be with Mylesant.”

      “Then find a way to distract the queen,” Captio said, and left.

      Croenin hurried to finish his work, and once he was finished, looked around the office for something to distract Mylesant with. He stood, thinking, as he placed the spiral-stamped book back in its spot, a bit annoyed that he and Bruta had gone through with the plan to replace it for nothing. He stuffed the leather “book” under the desk and hoped Bruta would be able to take it back down at some point before Lothaire happened to find it. As he was thinking of this, his eyes fell on a strange little figurine sitting on one of the windowsills. He walked over to it, noticing that its head and limbs were attached to strings, and as he picked it up, wooden dowels tied together in an “x” fell from the windowsill, attached to the ends of the strings. He frowned, wondering if this was supposed to be a toy for Aemis, and grabbed the wooden dowel, letting the figurine drop to the floor. As he moved his wrist, he saw that he could control the movements of the figurine by jerking the strings. Perfect, he thought to himself, and breezed out of the room.

      He made his way up to the quarters where the ladies and the queen stayed, and as he walked up the spiral staircase, he passed a flushed-looking Rozaelle.

      “Hey,” he called softly. “Where are you headed?”

      “Just taking these back down to the laundry,” she said, lifting her basket filled with dresses and slips. “Why?”

      “Grab the leather from Lothaire’s study. It’s under the desk,” he said before continuing his climb, and Rozaelle nodded and headed on her way.

      Croenin arrived at the queen’s door, where two guards stood outside. He narrowed his eyes, wondering if they’d betray him, but he decided to make sure that Ayne persuaded them not to tell Lothaire that he’d been there. He announced himself, saying that he had a gift for the queen. The two men looked uneasy, and Croenin did his best to convince them.

      “It came from Lothaire,” he fibbed, and the men acquiesced.

      With a sigh of relief, Croenin entered the room. This one was much bigger and much more lavish than the room he’d seen in his vision, when he first found Ayne. He wondered if Lothaire had moved her around since Eudys’ death. Sitting by the large window across the room was Mylesant. Next to her sat Ayne, who was speaking to her softly. Croenin cleared his throat, and Mylesant jumped.

      “Oh! Croenin,” she called out, smiling. “What brings you here?”

      “I come bearing a gift,” he said, grinning. “Though it’s a temporary gift. I found it in Lothaire’s office, and I thought it might interest you.”

      He pulled the figurine from behind his back and pulled the strings, trying to make it dance. It was simple and crude, but Mylesant laughed and immediately grabbed the toy from him to try. She twirled around the room, playing with it, and Ayne sidled up to her brother.

      “Why are you here?” She asked in a low voice.

      “Because, I was right,” Croenin said and told her of the passage he read with Captio and his short visit with their great-grandfather.

      “I knew he was a coward,” she said, balling her fists. She cast a furtive glance at her mistress and, seeing her still occupied, continued. “So, what does that mean for us?”

      “You can still champion the Aes Sidhe if you want, we battle it out, kill each other, and prolong the Age of Oryn and the rule of humans for oh, maybe another day, maybe a century. Who knows.”

      “Or…” she prompted him.

      “Or we help humankind to build up civilization and raise armies that could fight the Aes Sidhe.” He looked at her to gauge her reaction, but her face was unreadable.

      “Our great-grandfather has lived for an inhumanly long time,” she said at last.

      “Yes? What—”

      “He is only half Aes Sidhe, correct?”

      “Yes, that’s correct. But—”

      “And we are more than half, which means we’ll live for much longer than humans do, I’m sure.”

      “I…I don’t know. That seems likely.”

      “So, we’d be like him or Ollheist, in a sense. We’d stand back from everything and just try to guide it. We’d mold the world to our great-grandfather’s false prophecy in the hope of saving the human race.”

      “Well,” Croenin started. “We wouldn’t necessarily work in the shadows. This castle seems a good place to start. Lothaire has vision, he wants—”

      “He wants to do as I direct,” Ayne interrupted once more, looking down.

      “What do you mean?” Croenin demanded and glanced up at Mylesant, who had not heard him. “Did you make him…kill Eudys?”

      “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Ayne said. “Just as I didn’t mean for your stabbing to happen.”

      “You didn’t seem too sorry about it,” Croenin grumbled.

      “We were still enemies then,” Ayne said, causing him to roll his eyes.

      “But what did you mean to happen? And how did you make it happen?”

      “Much like our dear great-grandfather, things I want to happen usually do if I will them hard enough. It takes a lot out of me, but if I focus on something happening hard enough and long enough, it always does. I focused on Lothaire becoming king. I wasn’t trying to kill, though it’ll definitely be an improvement.”

      “Again, you don’t seem too sorry about all this.”

      “Well, would you be? Eudys was a sacrifice to the greater good and—”

      “And the ladies, the footman, the—”

      “Okay, okay, I get it. But even if they died, I believe their deaths were worth it if the human race survives in their stead.”

      “That’s a very dark way of looking at things. You can’t just go killing people if—”

      “I wasn’t trying to kill people. I was trying to make something good happen. You saw Eudys. He was a mockery of a leader. Lothaire at least has vision.”

      “He does, but I’m worried the sícharae are affecting him.”

      “Affecting him how?”

      “When I was with the Faero Ursi, there was another self-appointed king who ruled with the power of the sícharae. He was more heavy-handed with their use, but he was absolutely insane.”

      “And you think the sícharae caused his madness.”

      “I’m not sure. He might have already been mad before he found them, but I am just saying that we might not be able to count on Lothaire for very long.”

      “Then we’ll rule,” Ayne mused, grinning at her brother.

      “Us?” Croenin croaked. “We can’t—”

      “Think about it. If Lothaire is losing his mind, someone will have to take over in the next few years. I doubt his son would be ready in time. He’s only, what, eight?”

      “Nine,” Croenin said. “But Eudys’ son is in line for the throne, not Lothaire’s.”

      “Nine. If Lothaire is consolidating power and already making plans to conquer, I don’t doubt he’ll want to put his son on the throne somehow. Besides, you said yourself that we should guide the humans to be ready for when the Aes Sidhe return. If we don’t fulfill the prophecy ourselves, we have to make sure it is carried out in the humans’ favor.”

      “Even if we do decide to rule, how would we even have a claim to power?”

      “You’re quickly becoming Lothaire’s right hand. He is starting to rely on you more and more. Make him think of you as a son, prove your worth to him.”

      “And you?”

      “I’ll worry about myself.”

      “I don’t like that answer,” Croenin said, still not entirely trusting his sister.

      “Why not? You know I can take care of myself.”

      “It’s not that. It’s that your unpredictable. Look what you did to Haega.” He crossed his arms, staring his sister down.

      “She deserved that.”

      “You can’t be serious. She might have lied to us, but—”

      “Oh, she did more than lie.” Ayne pushed up the sleeves of her dress, baring her wrists to her brother.

      Croenin gasped as he looked down at her arms. Encircling each of her wrists were thick, painful-looking scars.

      “Take a good look, brother,” she told him. “This is what she did to me.”

      “…How?” Croenin choked out.

      “When she separated us as children, she didn’t wipe my memory. Why, I don’t know. Perhaps it was a form of punishment for having hidden from her that I knew I was different. Perhaps she just wanted to make me hate so that I’d become the villain she wanted me to be. But instead of erasing all memories of you and our mother and father, she bound my wrists and ankles with oryn bands, so that I’d never be able to use any form of magic. The only spell she used was to keep those around me from noticing my eternally burning limbs.” She stopped then, swallowing panic at the memories of pain. “I removed them a little over a year ago. By then, my skin, from years of chafing and burning had started attaching itself to the bands, so I was forced to cut my own skin to remove them. Or rather, our great-grandfather was.”

      “Our great-grandfather?” Croenin whispered, and then spoke. “You didn’t mention that last time we spoke about him.”

      “About two years ago. I nearly bled out after he cut them off me and left, and by some miracle I was found by Mylesant, who was out riding her pony, and some of her ladies riding their own. She was enchanted by my silver hair and took it upon herself to bring me back here and have me nursed back to health. I’ve been in her service since. She acts like a child, and she can’t stand Eudys’ children, but she hasn’t been the worst to work for.”

      Croenin was silent. Their grandmother had put his sister through years of pain, and for what? There were kinder ways of stopping her from using magic. Why not just erase her memory like she had Croenin’s.

      “You swear what you’re telling me is true?” Croenin asked, frowning at her.

      “Do I swear? Of course, it’s true! I swear it, if that’ll make you feel better!” She quickly lowered her voice. “I might be unpredictable, but I am no liar.”

      “And your powers, how did you come to learn them so fast? Our great-grandfather didn’t say anything to you about them did he?”

      “I’ve had more time than you brother, that is all.”

      Croenin nodded slowly. “I’ll have to get back, soon, and take the figurine back too.

      “I’m sure.” She took him by the arm. “We were friends once. I have put you through much, and I hope we can work together as friends once more.”

      Croenin frowned, surprised by her admission. He merely nodded and gently shook her off, walking up to Mylesant to get the young woman’s attention. She turned to him, smiling brightly, and then letting her smile falter.

      “Is it time for you to go?” She pouted.

      “It is, and I have to take back the figurine. But I promise I’ll come back and visit, and I’ll bring something even better, something you can keep!”

      He held out his hand, and Mylesant gave him the figurine. Bowing, he left, rushing back to Lothaire’s office. He sighed as he sank down in the plush chair behind the desk, thinking on all that Ayne had said. If their grandmother had been so adamant about the prophecy being carried out in the Aes Sidhe way, it wasn’t a far stretch to think that she might try to mold her niece and nephew into their roles. Making Ayne into a hateful, revenge-seeking person through torturing her with pain would be the way to ensure that she went against all that she believed her grandmother thought was right just to spite her. Croenin hoped she wasn’t playing him, that she wasn’t trying to gain his trust only to have him killed later. Part of him worried that her suggesting that they work together might be just another trick.

      Croenin stood, taking the figurine and placing it back on the windowsill. As he did, he looked below to where the castle gates were opening. Lothaire was back, he saw, and his heart flew into his throat as he saw who was riding beside him, his own Beltor horse dwarfing Lothaire’s human-bred steed. Croenin stayed glued to the window, watching fearfully as Clythair, smiling jovially, rode into the palace’s front courtyard, dismounting and allowing his horse to be taken by a stable boy. As the two men walked into the castle together, Lothaire clasped him on the back, as if they were old friends.

      Croenin quickly peeled himself away from the window, running out of the room and then stopping himself in the stairway. No doubt they’d be heading toward the great hall, and he wouldn’t have time to dart across the large room and head toward the servants’ quarters. He had to find some other place to hide. He ran back up the stairs, looking around wildly, before slamming into Captio.

      “Oh Croenin,” the slender man breathed. “I was just coming to find you!”

      “You saw him, then,” Croenin whispered.

      “I did. I was at my station in one of the towers when I saw him arrive.”

      “What do we do? What if Lothaire already told him about me? I should have given everyone a false name!” Croenin struggled to breathe, and Captio shook him.

      “Croenin, there is no time to panic. We must plan, and then we must escape if need be.”

      “But—” Croenin started.

      “No,” Captio said firmly. “I know you have things you feel you must do here, but I am keeping you alive. Do not argue with me. Go up to the children’s rooms. I will escort you. Pretend that you are going to tutor them and remain there until I come and find you.”

      Croenin did as he was told, and soon he was refreshing the children on their decryti, trying to think of a way out of all of this. As he was doing so, Bruta burst in, carrying her laundry basket. She waited silently by the door until Croenin could pull himself away from the children.

      “Captio told you what’s happening?” he whispered.

      “Yes, and he sent me to come and get you,” she said.

      “Why didn’t he come himself?”

      She looked away, and Croenin reached out and shook her shoulder.

      “Tell me,” he said. “Why didn’t he come?”

      “Because he gave himself up to Clythair to protect you. He claimed you were never actually initiated into the Faero Ursi, so Clythair had no right to take you.”

      Croenin frowned. “That’s not true,” he began to say, and then it dawned on him that, technically, he had never completed his first mission.

      Captio had told him that his first mission, his initiation into the brotherhood, would be rescuing his sister from whichever castle she was in. He still hadn’t completed that mission, which meant he was not part of the Faero Ursi. But even if Captio had never officially been his master, Croenin could not let Clythair kill him. He would have to prove Captio’s innocence and ensure that Clythair did not leave with him.

      “Where are they now?” he asked Bruta.

      “Captio is being held in one of the towers. Clythair isn’t leaving for a few days. Lothaire invited him to stay. From what I heard he was excited to have a fellow Rassementeau as master of the Faero Ursi.”

      Croenin nodded. “Wait here.”

      He swooped back to the children, abruptly ending the lesson before leaving with Bruta. They rushed through the castle, heading back to the servants’ quarters to meet with Rozaelle, when Croenin heard his name being called angrily.

      “Come here, boy!” Lothaire was entering the great hall. “You must come and answer to me!”

      Croenin stopped, glancing at Bruta with wide eyes. She nodded and gestured for him to go and turned toward the long corridor to tell Rozaelle what was happening. Croenin walked slowly toward the large man, head down, heart pounding. He wondered if he, too, was going to be punished. He wasn’t a deserter, but he had lied to the Regent as to where he came from. Lothaire said nothing as they slowly made their way up to his office and caused Croenin to jump as he slammed the door behind him.

      “How dare you,” he hissed at Croenin as soon as they were behind closed doors. “How dare you take advantage of my trust in such a way. I let you enter my house, treated you well. I’ve told you things I’ve told no one else, and you don’t have the respect to do the same for me?”

      This wasn’t quite the admonition Croenin had been imagining. He thought Lothaire would be angry at him for fleeing with a deserter of the Faero Ursi, not only because he hid the fact.

      “I will not be made a fool of in my own castle,” he stated firmly. “You will sit and tell me your entire story, and then we will discuss what your punishment shall be.”

      Croenin told him a mostly true story, about leaving his village after the death of his grandmother only to be attacked and left for dead by highwaymen. He told Lothaire how the Faero Ursi had taken him in, trained him in the reading and writing of decryti, as well as in how to use a weapon. He told him of being sent on a failed mission to recover a girl from a castle, leaving out the fact that the king their also ruled through his own sícharae, and then of his return to the Faero Ursi, his short time under Clythair, and his escape with Captio.

      “And then, after much walking, we arrived here,” he finished. “I apologize for my lie. I feared for my safety.”

      “You think I would have betrayed you?” Lothaire asked, scowling. “You have greater abilities than anyone in this castle besides myself. You’re too useful to betray.”

      Wow, thanks, Croenin thought to himself sarcastically.

      Lothaire continued. “But Clythair is also useful, as you can imagine,” he said as he turned his back to Croenin, looking out the window over the vast landscape before the castle. “An alliance with the Faero Ursi would serve me well, and if I could have their master at my disposal, I could obtain for myself an army all in one swoop.”

      That’s smart, Croenin thought in spite of himself. Lothaire would woo Clythair as a fellow Rassmenteau, and try to bend him to his will. If he, or, Croenin realized, his heir, could put his own stooge in Clythair’s place when the time came, the Faero Ursi would be beholden to the king in Rassement.

      “I see you already understand me all too well,” Lothaire said, glancing back over his shoulder at Croenin. “This is too good an opportunity to pass up, dear boy, even if it comes at the expense of your friend.”

      Croenin started at that. “You can’t let him take Captio!” He blurted before he could stop himself.

      “Oh? Why not? The man is a traitor. Clythair himself told me.”

      “He isn’t. He didn’t—”

      “He poisoned the old master, I was told.”

      “That’s not true!” Croenin exclaimed.

      “Clythair is the one who poisoned him. Captio is the true master. Jovius was grooming him to be the—”

      “Stop. Even if all this is true, I do not care. It is not my jurisdiction to handle internal matters of the Faero Ursi. What’s more, Clythair being the master is much better for me and for Rassement. Your friend will be executed by his former brothers, and you must not mourn for him. Come here, look with me.”

      Croenin reluctantly did as he was told, standing slowly and walking over to the window to stand next to Lothaire.

      “What do you see?”

      “I see endless grasses and wildflowers. I think that might be a forest in that direction,” he raised a hand.

      “Have some imagination, boy. All that you see is only a fraction of what was once held by the king of Rassement. The land there, the villages you can’t see, the people you can only imagine, they will all be back under the rule of one man by the time I am gone from this world.” He turned, placing both hands on Croenin’s shoulders. “And I need to know if you’ll be loyal to me as I complete this task.” He stared intently into Croenin’s eyes. “I’m giving you a chance to redeem yourself, dear boy. Don’t be foolish.”

      Croenin met the lionlike man’s intense gaze and swallowed. What would Captio want me to do? He asked himself. Captio told you to escape, he heard the voice in the back of his head say. That was true, but there was no longer any danger to himself. Captio had turned himself in. In that case, what should he do? You should save Captio, the voice said. Croenin sighed inwardly. He had to save the man, but he couldn’t if Lothaire thought he would try to undermine him in his desire to rule.

      “I am completely loyal to you,” Croenin lied.

      Lothaire smiled fondly and patted him on the shoulders. “Good, that is what I want to hear.” He let his hands drop from the young man’s shoulders. “But those are just words. You still must prove yourself.” He turned away once more. “Your movements shall be restricted once more.”

      Croenin’s heart sank. Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy.

      “Unless otherwise instructed,” Lothaire said firmly, “the servants’ quarters and this office are the only areas of the castle in which you are allowed. When in this office, should I be forced to leave, one of my guards shall watch you.”

      That was new. He isn’t taking any chances, Croenin thought as he looked out of the window.

      “You may be sullen about it now, but know that I am letting you off easy. Most who betray me by lying to me would be forced to leave this castle immediately with scarcely more than the clothes on their back. Go now, back to the servants’ quarters. I have much to do.”

      With that, Croenin left, mind awhirl with how he could help Captio when under his own form of imprisonment.
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      He was seated across from Clythair the next night, when Lothaire arranged a feast in his guest’s honor. Croenin had been given a new, velvet tunic for the occasion, and he was uncomfortable, both from the scratchy inside material and because of the gloating looks the master of the Faero Ursi cast his way throughout the night. He couldn’t scowl, or Lothaire would chastise him later, and the forced politeness he kept up as the feast dragged on was wearing on him. He hated seeing the branded man think that he won, and he hated that Lothaire was entertaining a murderer, twice over Croenin realized during the dinner, at his own table. Just as he picked up a sugar plum from the arrangement at the center of the table, he heard a voice in his ear.

      “The north tower is currently unguarded,” Ayne whispered as she poured him more mead.

      The maids of the ladies were serving tonight, rather than the usual kitchen staff, no doubt to impress Clythair with their beauty and fine dresses. Croenin could feel Ayne’s smirk as he tensed up, and he froze, trying to figure out what to do.

      “Fake an illness,” she whispered again as she put down a small saucer of spiced wine for his bread.

      He looked around. Everyone seemed occupied with their own conversations, and he decided to take a chance. He gagged and covered his mouth with his hand. The lady next to him asked if he was alright, and he nodded, forcing himself to gag once more for added effect. He had caught Lothaire’s attention by now, and the large man waved for one of the maids to help him. Ayne immediately stepped forward, and helped to escort Croenin from the room.

      “That was too easy,” she whispered once they were out of earshot, grinning.

      “Yeah, it was,” Croenin whispered back. “They’re probably suspicious.”

      “Even if they are, they most likely think that you are just trying to get away from having to spend an evening with Clythair.” She took him by the hand. “Come, Rozaelle and Bruta are waiting.”

      “You talked to them?” Croenin frowned. He hadn’t officially introduced the girls to the sister he originally intended to kill.

      “I did and convinced them not to fight me right then and there.” She stopped and looked at him, concerned. “I’m not some murderous monster, even though things may seem that way. I want to prove myself to you and your friends by helping you.”

      Croenin nodded. “Let’s go, before we lose our chance.”

      Ayne began to lead him to the servants’ quarters, and he stopped, pulling back.

      “Wait, aren’t we going right to Captio? You said the guards weren’t there now. We should go and—”

      “We can’t go back that way. We’d have to pass back through the main hall and the feast to get to the spiral staircase. Come, if you pass through the courtyard just before the servants’ quarters, there’s another set of steps. That’s the one I usually use when I bring food from the kitchen to Mylesant.”

      Croenin followed his sister once more, looking up at the domed, crystal ceiling over the courtyard in awe and wishing he’d let himself stop here before he risked his life to save his former master.

      “What is the plan?” He whispered as they ascended the narrow steps.

      “Bruta said that she could get us into the room, but we can’t bring him back down the way we are going up. Rozaelle said that with your help, she could help Captio lower himself to the roof of the castle.” Croenin was about to interrupt, but she stopped him. “Don’t ask me how, but from there, they’ll both make their way down and to the stable, where their horses should be waiting. That is my own job in all this. Once I take you to Bruta and Rozaelle, I must leave to ready the horses.”

      They were soon at the entrance to the north tower, where the two girls were waiting silently.

      “We must hurry,” Bruta said. “There are guards coming soon, I can sense it.”

      Croenin glanced at Ayne, who was leaving, before turning to the raven-haired girl. “Go ahead, open it.”

      Bruta put her hand to the door, and a faint green glow filled the dim space, glinting off the opal walls. She pulled her hand back and pulled the door’s oryn handle, hissing as it burned her.

      “Careful,” Croenin breathed, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he saw Captio waiting for them inside.

      “Don’t celebrate just yet,” the slender man said as he stood. We still have to get down.

      “I have that figured out,” Rozaelle said, and Croenin noticed for the first time that she had her laundry basket at her feet. “I made a makeshift rope from linens no one should miss for a couple days. I eyeballed it, but it should be long enough to lower us to the next level of roof, and then we can climb down from there.”

      Captio looked dubious, but nodded. “Alright, let’s try it. How do we anchor it?”

      “Croenin is our anchor,” she said, and both looked at her, alarm apparent on their faces. “He’s about the same size as you are.” She shrugged. “And besides, do you have a better idea?”

      “What if you tie it on the door handle?” Croenin asked.

      “There is no handle on this side,” Captio said, running a hand over his face. “It’s a cell, not meant to be left. It seems you will have to be our anchor.”

      Croenin stood still as Rozaelle tied one end of her rope to his waist. Once she made sure it was tight, she had him sit and brace himself in the small space.

      “If it makes you feel any better,” she said to Captio. “I can go first.”

      “No, I’ll do it. There’s no sense in you risking your life, for if this plan failed and we were caught, I’d be destined to die anyway.”

      With that, he grabbed hold of the rest of the linen rope and removed it from the basket, throwing it out of the small, round window behind him.

      “It’s a little short, but I don’t mind the fall. Are you ready?” He asked Croenin, who tightened his grip on the stone walls.

      “Ready,” he replied, holding his breath as Captio began his descent.

      Bruta and Rozaelle watched from both sides of the window in tense silence, and after what seemed like an eternity, Croenin felt the pressure on the rope let up and saw the girls relax.

      “He did it!” Bruta breathed. “He’s down.”

      “Go, Rozaelle,” Croenin said. “And keep him safe.”

      “I will,” she smiled, and started her descent.

      “Where will they go?” He asked Bruta when the redhead was a good way down.

      “Back to our small keep in Toque Staetym.”

      “Won’t the Faero Ursi find them?”

      “Not if Roz is with him. She has her ways of keeping him safe.”

      “Why won’t you go?”

      She turned from the window to face him. “In case you need me here. You might have your sister on your side, or you might not. If you ever need a determining factor, I shall be the one.”

      Croenin nodded, silent. When he felt the rope go slack, he stood and began pulling it back into the small space. Bruta moved back to the window to help him, and as she looked out, she gasped.

      “What is it?” Croenin asked, and when she didn’t answer he went to the window himself.

      Below, Clythair stood, flail drawn, in front of Captio and Rozaelle.

      “We have to get down there,” Bruta whispered.

      “But how?”

      “Tie the rope to the outside of the door.”

      “It’ll be way too short, then. We’ll have to fall about fifteen feet!”

      “Croenin!” They heard Clythair’s voice echo from below. “Come and join us!”

      “We have no choice,” Bruta said.

      “It’s a trap,” Croenin countered.

      “It may very well be, but we can’t just leave them to be killed.”

      Bruta quickly tied the makeshift rope to the door’s outer handle and began her descent with Croenin following. Clythair waited till they dropped down, Croenin fearing breaking one or both legs, to speak, mocking them.

      “You thought you could leave this place without me knowing?”

      “How could you have known?” Captio asked, stepping back as the large, branded man stepped toward them.

      “You were just downstairs with Lothaire,” Croenin gasped, still catching his breath after the harrowing climb down.

      “As far as he knows, I still am.” Clythair grinned.

      “What?” Croenin asked, frowning.

      “I’m surprised none of you noticed, especially you Captio. You’ve had experience before with my kind.”

      “Your—” Captio started, but stopped as Clythair  began removing his gloves.

      “I could never get the hands right,” he said. “Yet I got them well enough for you and Jovius not to notice.”

      The small group stared at his too-short fingers with their green-tinged nails. His hands looked like the paws of some unknown monstrous beast, the knuckles too big and some of the fingertips crooked. As they watched the rest of him began to transform, his form thinning and lengthening, his ruddy skin paling. They heard his jaw crack as it pushed forward, and his face began to widen, his features migrating to opposite ends. He was more hideous, Croenin realized, than the creature that his mother had summoned. The beastly Aes Sidhe loomed over them, his face set in what they could only assume was a grin. Croenin glanced at Captio, whose jaw hung slack. The girls stood in tense silence, both pale in fear.

      “We’ve waited for this for far too long to let anything go awry,” the pale beast boomed. “I’ve been in place for years, waiting in case someone tried to stop our plan.”

      He grabbed Croenin by the neck, lifting him. Captio rushed forward, and Clythair withdrew his flail once more, striking him full in the face. Croenin let out a strangled cry as the man dropped to the ground, bleeding profusely. He watched as Bruta and Rozaelle rushed to him, Rozaelle ripping her dress to wipe away the blood. He could do nothing but struggle to breathe as all went black.

      He awoke lying on his back much later, in an unfamiliar room.  He began to panic as he looked up, seeing that the ceiling and walls around him were the familiar black and grey marble of oryn. He was in a dome of oryn.

      “Breathe,” he heard Ayne’s voice close by, and he sat up.

      “What is this place?” He croaked.

      “Here.” She handed him a skin of water. “Drink,” she said, waiting for him to do so before she continued. “He put us here, the Aes Sidhe.”

      “Clythair.”

      Ayne’s eyes widened. “That was Clythair?”

      Croenin nodded. “He’d been watching me, apparently, making sure that I did everything according to the Aes Sidhe’s plan. But where are we?”

      “Somewhere below the castle. Unlike with you, he didn’t knock me out before dragging me here. I’m assuming it’s the Aes Sidhe version of a dungeon. We’re surrounded by oryn, no way out.”

      “There has to be a way out.” Croenin stood, looking around him and noticing for the first time that there was no door. “Wait, how did—”

      “It vanishes when he leaves,” Ayne said, voice flat.

      “What’s the point of this? He’s just going to lock us away?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sure this isn’t the only thing he has planned for us.”

      Yet, as time passed, it seemed to Croenin that this was their fate. He and Ayne grew hungry, and when no one came to give them food or water, began rationing what little water they had. They grew haggard, each huddled in their own respective corners of the room as they tried to ignore their hunger.

      “Clythair!” Croenin heard Ayne rasp.

      “What are you doing?” He sat up.

      “Clythair we’ve had enough!” She looked at Croenin. “I’ve lived with nothing but pain for most of my life. I was free of it for a short time, I refuse to live with pain again if I don’t have to. Clythair!”

      “Stop it, Ayne!” Croenin moved toward his sister and grabbed her. “He’ll probably kill us if he can hear us!”

      “Why would he do that?” She asked him. “It wouldn’t fulfill the prophecy. We would have to kill each other.”

      “She is right,” Clythair said, chuckling as he entered the room.

      He was in his human form once more, though not in his Faero Ursi uniform. On his head he wore the circlet that had been Eudys’ and then Lothaire’s.

      Croenin gripped Ayne tighter, half in fear and half in anger at his sister for summoning the Aes Sidhe.

      “What do you mean?” he hissed, causing Clythair to laugh.

      “She is right in that me killing you won’t fulfill the prophecy. Here,” he said, producing two hunks of bread in two bowls of beef stew. “Eat.”

      Ayne took both from him, handing one to Croenin as she began eating hers, but Croenin looked at his own piece with distrust.

      “Go on, there’s no trick in this. I wasn’t going starve you to death outright.”

      They ate, and he watched, smiling softly to himself. Croenin was starting to feel much less weak, and he could tell Ayne was feeling the same. He kept an eye on Clythair, expecting him to strike, but he did not. He stayed until the two finished eating, grinning wildly with a secret he was eager to spill. Croenin scowled at him.

      “What?” He growled.

      “You two are feeling much better, no?”

      Croenin was suspicious. I knew we shouldn’t have accepted that, he thought.

      Clythair chuckled at their silence. “You two won’t answer me, I know. But, I just wanted to tell you that was your last meal, unless you play my game”

      Croenin looked angrily at Ayne. He knew they shouldn’t have given in.

      “What game?” He said through clenched teeth.

      “Oh, the one in which you two fight to the death.” Clythair stood, and made a sweeping gesture with his arm. As he did so, a table appeared at the center of the room, with an assortment of weapons on top. “You choose, either a slow, painful death with more starvation in which I continue to torment you and drive you mad until you kill each other, or you hash it out now, while you’re strong and can truly fight.”

      “You must be joking,” Croenin said.

      “Oh, I do not joke,” Clythair responded. “Make your choice.”

      Croenin blinked, and he was gone. He looked at Ayne, who stared back, startled.

      “We can’t—” he started to say, as Ayne rushed to the table, picking up two sickles in each hand, like large claws, and holding them out toward him.

      “I told you already,” She said, chest heaving. “I refuse to live a helpless life of pain.”

      She rushed toward Croenin, who weaved, dodging the sickle. He moved quickly, using the table to block himself, as he tried to pick a weapon before she struck again. He glanced at the table, noting his own flail sitting at the end of it, and grabbed it as Ayne moved to strike again, swinging a sickle widely at his head. No doubt Clythair had known he would choose it, but he couldn’t help but play right into that plan. He knew how to use no other weapon. Croenin swung back, missing Ayne’s head by a hair. He was swinging half-heartedly as he realized with a sinking feeling that he wasn’t prepared to kill his sister. He had been preparing himself for this very moment for almost a year. She wasn’t some evil, malevolent being like he’d thought. She was a tortured, scared young girl who had been pushed to her limit. She was fighting not only for her life, but to end the suffering she had experienced for so long.

      Croenin let himself be beat back, extending his flail so that he could use it to block her blows. She was relentless and wild in her movements, having no training but desperate to win. He blocked her once more, thrusting the staff of his flail above his head as she swooped one sickle downward to catch him on the top of his head.

      “Why aren’t you fighting me?” She said through gritted teeth as she swung once more, aiming for his side.

      He quickly moved the staff downward, protecting his abdomen.

      “I don’t want to kill you,” he gasped.

      “You must, or I’ll kill you first.”

      She caught him off guard, then, swiping for his face, and the end of the sickle dragged down his cheek, slicing it open.

      “Fight!” She yelled at him, eyes filling with tears. “Fight me or I will kill you!”

      She struck at him again, and he ducked, whipping out the staff of his flail and striking her in the legs, causing her to fall. He stood over her, raising the staff of his flail as if to strike but stopped as she flinched. He stayed like that, flail raised, and both of them stared at each other, waiting for the other to move.

      “Do something,” she hissed, finally. “Go on, strike me.”

      Croenin glared at her, arm trembling, before slowly lowering his flail.

      “You idiot,” she said sadly as she jumped up, lunging for him with a sickle aimed at his neck.

      As she did, the room flashed white, and their weapons were gone. Ayne was left with a hand reaching for her brother’s neck and she quickly drew back. She dropped to the floor, weak with relief. Croenin remained standing, looking around and waiting for what would come next. Neither were surprised when Clythair entered, though they were caught off guard by his anger.

      “This is not how it was supposed to be!” The Aes Sidhe boomed. “You would let her kill you? You would let the one who killed your grandmother finish you off as well?”

      “Trying to make me hate her won’t work,” Croenin said. “I don’t, and I can’t.” He looked down at Ayne, “I thought she was evil. I thought she wanted to bring the end of peace just out of spite for the human race, but actually talking to her, I know her side of the story now.”

      He stared at Clythair, whose face was red with anger.

      “I won’t do it,” Croenin said again, more firmly.

      Clythair looked up, closing his eyes, trying to calm himself. He took a deep breath before looking back at the siblings.

      “Then,” he said slowly. “I’ll be forced to call for help.

      Just as he began to grow and lengthen, everything flashed white.

      Croenin stumbled forward, catching himself as he nearly stepped off the roof of the castle. He and Ayne were back where Croenin had been just before the oryn room, and he turned trying to get his bearings as he saw Captio, lying on the ground with Rozaelle and Bruta tending to him. Ayne was on the other side of the roof, away from the group and the Aes Sidhe. She looked at her brother, dazed.

      “How long were we in that room?” He whispered to himself.

      Clythair, once more in his Aes Sidhe form answered. “Less than a minute. You see, boy, I could play with you two for quite a while. I can fit thousands of years in a day. But my talents are needed elsewhere, and I must finish what I set out to do.”

      He stepped back, and Croenin saw two more figures appear behind him. He recognized them both. One was one of Mylesant’s friends, a young lady who always wore a scarf wrapped over her hair, and the other was one of the cook’s boys, a gangly lad of about thirteen who Croenin saw often hanging about outside the kitchen. He frowned, looking at Clythair and then at Ayne, who began to stand shakily, looking just as confused as he felt. The woman began to slowly unwrap her hair, letting her scarf be blown away by the wind. She bowed her head, and Croenin saw the small horn that sat atop, like the knob of a young goat. She laughed when she saw his shock and moved closer to Clythair. The boy was next. He started to undo the high collar of his shirt, and Croenin recoiled as he saw the drooping, wrinkled gizzard of an old man. The boy stroked the parchment-like skin there, for good measure, before he and the woman both began to transform, growing and stretching like Clythair had.

      “What do we do?” Croenin asked to no one in particular, stepping back toward his friends.

      “We must fight,” Bruta said softly.

      “Captio—” Croenin started to say, but Rozaelle cut him off.

      “He would rather us keep them from forcing you to fulfill the prophecy here and now than protect him. We fight!”

      On that last word, the world around them began to warp, the roof beneath them rolling like waves. Croenin looked up as the sky began to darken, clouds gathering over them, flashing with lightning and pounding with thunder. They struggled to get their balance on the uneven and constantly moving roof, and Croenin watched as Rozaelle and Bruta began summoning their light. He wondered what they were going to do with it, when Bruta formed a ball of green and thrusted it toward the female Aes Sidhe. The woman screeched as the light hit her, her skin sizzling, and she lunged toward Bruta.

      “What was that? Croenin yelled.

      “Pure energy,” Rozaelle answered, following Bruta’s lead.

      Croenin realized he had no such weapon, and looked around wildly for something to use. He glanced at Ayne, who looked back at him helplessly. Neither knew what to do. What good is magic if it can’t protect me? Croenin thought. He looked at Clythair, who had not moved. The Aes Sidhe was surveying the small group, content the two girls were fighting his own lackeys. He knew that Croenin and his sister were at a loss as to what to do. Their friends were distracted, just as he’d wanted. Clythair began to walk toward Croenin, and the young man quickly moved backward, not knowing what the Aes Sidhe’s aim was. He was soon roughly pushed aside by a large, deathly cold hand, and he cried out as Clythair grabbed Captio’s unconscious body, holding it high in the air. Bruta fell back, moving to Croenin’s side just as she struck the female Aes Sidhe for the final time, knocking the monster unconscious with pain.

      “What is he doing?” She shouted.

      “I don’t know!”

      They stood, using each other to brace themselves against the chaotic movements of the roof under their feet, and began following Clythair’s slow, deliberate steps across the roof. They stopped when the Aes Sidhe did, the large being still holding Captio’s body over his head like a trophy.

      “Decide, boy! Your master’s life or your sister’s!”

      “Don’t,” Bruta breathed in his ear. “You know what Captio would want you to do.”

      Croenin looked back at Ayne, who was still crouched across the roof from him, and then at Rozaelle, who, having moved back behind the tower, was still continuing her volley of light at the young Aes Sidhe. Croenin felt something akin to anger rising in his chest as he surveyed the scene around him, burning him from the inside as it rose. He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak as it continued to rise. He felt himself grow numb as it reached its apex, and a roar poured out of his mouth. Whiteness began to fill his vision, and the last thing he saw before it covered everything was Clythair’s horrified face.

      

      Croenin awoke in a bed, which surprised him. He sat up slowly, groaning as pain shot through his body. He feared for a moment that everything had been a dream, and breathed a sigh of relief as he realized he was in his room in the servants’ quarters. The stark white walls, shimmering slightly in the light pouring from his small window, were, for once, a comfort. He looked around him. Everything looked as it had been. He peeled off his covers to get out of bed, but soon was frowning as he saw that his right leg was in a cast. Just as he was about to shout for someone, Captio entered, a bandage around his own head and left eye, and his right arm in a sling.

      “Don’t get up,” the slender man said sarcastically.

      “Ha, ha,” Croenin rasped. “What happened?”

      “Here,” Captio said, handing him a skin of water. “What happened is that you saved my life. You shouldn’t have.”

      Croenin drank gratefully before speaking. “What do you mean I shouldn’t have? I’m glad I did, even if I wasn’t trying to! I—”

      Captio raised a hand, cutting him off. He sat on the bed, avoiding Croenin’s eyes. The young man could see that he was having trouble gathering his words.

      “What? What happened?”

      Captio looked up at him, eyes sorrowful. “What you did, that burst of energy, it killed those closest to it. I was, by some miracle, held just above it and dropped away from it when Clythair was killed. You should have let him throw me,” he chuckled darkly. “That fall wouldn’t have killed me. I escaped with just a broken arm.” He raised his sling.

      “It killed everyone closest…” Croenin started, and then, he couldn’t breathe.

      Those closest to him were the three Aes Sidhe, the young one still fighting Rozaelle and the female weakened and unconscious due to Bruta. Bruta who’d been right by his side. Croenin couldn’t speak, and he could hear Captio trying to speak to him, but the man sounded so far away. His vision blurred with tears, and he raised his hands to his face. What had he done? He felt Captio’s hands on his shoulders, and he shook him off. He had killed his own friend. What kind of monster was he?

      “Croenin!” Captio grabbed his hands, pulling them from his face. His voice cut through the ringing in Croenin’s ears. “Listen to me! I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have placed blame on you like that. You didn’t know. You didn’t know,” Captio repeated, shaking him with each word.

      “Where is she?” he whispered. “I want to see her.”

      Captio sighed deeply. “There is no body. She was just…gone, turned to ash. She blew away in the wind.” His voice broke on the last word, and he cleared his throat.

      “Gone.” That seemed impossible.

      Croenin could remember her standing there with him, leaning against him. He had felt her breathing in his ear as they stood against Clythair together. As he sat, lost in thought, Rozaelle entered, eyes red-rimmed from crying.

      “You’re awake,” she said flatly.

      Croenin nodded, unable to speak.

      “Good,” she said simply, before lunging for him.

      Captio quickly blocked her, putting his back to her awkwardly to protect his lame arm.

      “She didn’t deserve that!” She cried, trying to push past the slender man. “She was trying to help you!”

      Croenin could only watch, wide eyed, as she stopped fighting and dropped to the floor, breaking down into sobs. Captio helped her to stand and escorted her out of the room. Croenin could hear their muffled voices and then a third joining them, before Captio entered his room once more.

      “She’s being taken care of,” he said softly.

      “What happens now?” Croenin murmured.

      “I have a friend here, who just arrived this morning. They’ll escort her back to the Maelstris Nequitum’s keep. I don’t think she should be around you after what happened. She’s too upset and may do something she’ll come to regret. Deep down she knows it’s not your fault, but...” Captio trailed off.

      Croenin nodded. Probably for the best, he thought.

      “And then?” He asked, remembering the feast suddenly. “What does Lothaire think about all this?”

      “He thinks nothing of this at the moment. Thanks to my friend, he and everyone else in this castle believes that we were injured in the storm that night, a few loose stones caused us to tumble from the roof when the rain first started.”

      “No one thought to ask why we were on the roof?” Croenin asked in disbelief.

      “No one. Such is the magic he works.”

      “Why couldn’t you have called him earlier,” Croenin groaned. “When Clythair first arrived?”

      “Oh, I did, but its taken him weeks to get here.”

      “Weeks?” Croenin whispered. “How long—”

      “You’ve been out cold for two weeks, much like when I first officially met you.”

      Croenin thought back to when he woke up in the keep of the Faero Ursi. That seemed like forever ago. A surprising part of him wished that Saed were here, and he swallowed that down.

      “And Ayne?”

      “Gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?”

      “I’ve had this castle searched up and down. She must have fled the night we faced Clythair.”

      Croenin couldn’t believe it. “Where would she go?” He whispered to himself.

      Captio heard, and answered him. “That, I do not know. I fear we may find out soon, though. The girl seems to stir up trouble wherever she settles. She can’t help but meddle in other peoples’ affairs.”

      “You know about her hand in the deaths here?”

      Captio nodded. “She wants good in this world, there is no doubt, but there is danger in her. You can’t be tortured by excruciating pain every day of your life and come out on the other side a perfectly healthy person.”

      “I have to find her.”

      “We will. There’s no doubt we will, but for now you must heal. Lothaire will expect you to return to your duties soon.”

      “I can’t go back to him! I have to find Ayne and—”

      “She’ll resurface. Right now, though, I think you were right in wanting to stay here. The Aes Sidhe are planning something, and humans are not yet ready to face them. We do not know how long we might have, but we will ensure that humankind has a fighting chance.”

      “What about you?” Croenin asked. “Clythair is gone. Will you go back to the Faero Ursi?’

      “No, I’ll remain here with you,” Captio said, sitting at the small table. “Clythair’s goons hold too much power in the brotherhood for me to return just yet. There would be a mutiny if I tried to take over. Besides, I’m sure I’ll find myself busy here. Lothaire decided to take me on as the castle’s doctor, once he saw how I bandaged myself and you.” Captio smiled tightly. “And if you will excuse me, I need to rest, and so do you.”

      Croenin nodded, knowing full well that he wouldn’t be able to sleep after what he’d been through. Instead he laid back and focused, smiling softly as he felt himself being pulled out of his body, and he began to see beyond himself for the first time in a long time.
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      She stopped on the side of the road, hiding herself among the trees as night began to fall. She had settled on the outskirts of a village for the night, close enough so that bandits would not trouble her but far enough away to not be seen. She walked through the trees, sighing to herself as she came across a small clearing. It would have to do for the night. She gathered her tinder and began to make a small fire, glancing up with each faraway noise the forest made. She had been on edge since she started her journey, feeling that she was being watched.

      And she was. The old man watched her unseen, standing with his hands folded in front of him and white eyes fixed on her. He frowned. This was not how things were supposed to happen, and now all he could do was watch. He dared not speak. His sightless eyes followed her as she rose, satisfied with her small fire, and reached down into her boot. His eyebrows rose with surprise as she pulled out a bundle of cloth, and he moved in closer, watching as she unraveled it. Inside was a moonstone dagger, etched with strange symbols. The girl raised her head.

      “I see you,” she said softly. “Great-grandfather.”

      The old man smiled. “So you do. May I join you?”
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