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      Through story, we teach the rules by which we share this world with the brethren. Around the dying coals of the evening fire, we spin tales of naughty children stolen, never to return; of the brutal punishment of liars; and of trespassing travelers going astray. 

      Tales teach us to seek out good-witches to tend to sore teeth or to help with difficult births, and diviners to foretell the weather, but to fear sorcerers or sorceresses who prey upon the unwary, sprites who blight the crops, and mermaids who drown sailors.

      Most of all, the tales teach us to fear the Fae, with their deceptive beauty, costly altruism, and cruel punishments.
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        * * *

      

      “That is not my child.” My mother’s denial was final and unbroken. “It’s a changeling.”

      The maids had let the fire die down to embers, distracted by the demands of a new baby upon their time, and the cold had seeped into the gloomy room, the dark wood of the furnishings and the floor fading into shadow, and the fragile light captured by the small windows warped and greyed by the thick glass. 

      My breath hung before me as I fed the hearth from the wood box, shedding splinters of bark to disappear into the shadows of the floor. A spider, inadvertently carried in with the wood, froze when it was exposed and then scurried away, its long hairy legs disappearing back into the pile from which it would, no doubt, launch a surprise attack on one of the maids later. The wood smoked as it caught, carrying dampness from having been fetched in from the wood store outside.

      Once, this chamber had been elegant and fashionable, with the heavily carved dark wood bed dressed in rich fabrics. The fabrics now had faded and become threadbare, and had not been replaced by new, the occupants of the bed no longer caring about upon which they lay. It was no longer a room for lovers, but a room of disappointed dreams and sorrow. 

      During my mother’s latest confinement, she had developed a distaste for the interruptions of cleaning; therefore, the surfaces were dusty, the floor crunched with debris, and the room carried with it the scent of stale body odor and un-emptied chamber pots. The only people happy about Mother’s room were the maids who no longer had to clean it.

      My father had taken to sleeping elsewhere most nights.

      A winter-born babe will have a summer temperament, the wizened grandmas with their toothless gums and twisted fingers remarked upon hearing of the birth of my brother, Fiane. He gave challenge to that with the screams that pierced through the house and out onto the street. He had reason, however, for his grievances.

      “Now, Narie.” My father’s voice barely carried over the babe’s cries. My father was a handsome man, gone slightly to seed. His belt did not tie as tightly as it once had, and his dark hair held more silver, but he still carried the broad-shouldered height of his youth, and his strong-boned face carried his beard well. 

      He held the screaming baby against his shoulder, his big hand cradling Fiane’s head. I could see the little face, screwed up and reddened with fury, and smell the soiled rags he wore. So new to the world, and so hungry for his mother’s milk and love, but my mother would have none of it. 

      “We’ve put out milk and honey every night, and his bassinet has red ribbon. No one has done anything to anger the Fae Court or any of their critters, have they, Siorin?” My father turned to me.

      “No, Father.” The floorboards had a chip in them that caught my skirt as I rose, and I pulled a face as the material tore. I would have to darn it before it frayed.

      “See, Narie.” He turned back to my mother. 

      She laid herself back against the soiled cushions, her face pale against the night darkness of her hair, her one remaining beauty. Years of miscarriages and stillbirths had stolen the color from her skin, the light from her eyes, and the flesh from her bones. She was feverish. The birth had not been easy for her. She had not allowed the maids to wash her since, nor brush out the long locks of hair, and the tangles were beginning to mat in a way that might be unsalvageable.

      “He’s not mine, Hylan,” she whispered. “The Fae Court have stolen my baby. You must believe me.” Her night dress was soddened with the milk she refused to give to the hungry baby. She smelled of body odor, illness, old blood, and now sour cream. I kept to the fireplace, nearest to the chamber door, where the smell of the chamber and my mother was less poignant.

      My father sighed and his chin dropped to his chest as he pondered the problem. “Alright, Narie,” he sighed, wearily. “You give me no choice.” He wrapped the baby in the blanket lovingly woven by my mother during her first pregnancy, and used briefly in infancy by myself, and not since. My father met my eyes as he walked from the room. There was a desperate despair in his expression, a terrible grief, and a farewell.

      I ran to the window as the front door slammed, rattling the trinkets on my mother’s dresser. Through the small, rippled, diamond-shaped panes of glass, I could see my father, his cloak dark over his shoulders, striding off down the street. The afternoon was fading into evening, but his passage with the screaming child brought the neighbors to the windows and onto their stoops, and I saw him pause to answer a query, shaking his head grimly.

      A sparrow had made a nest on the window frame, and there were three little speckled eggs caught in the weave of fine sticks and down feathers. I wonder where the parent sparrow had gone, or if, like my father, they had left, not intending to return.

      “He has gone to her,” my mother murmured. “Gretha.” 

      Gretha was an open-faced widow, her body soft and round and her face quick to laugh. She had always been kind to me. She had a six-month-old baby that was widely known, but never openly acknowledged, to be my half-sister. She would have milk to spare for my father’s precious heir. 

      Tears ran down my mother’s cheeks into her hair; I wondered if its frequent watering was what kept the locks so lush. Once, I was told, my parents had loved each other, before time and my mother’s failure to bring a living male child into the world had taken their toll. 

      “Come here, Siorin,” she pleaded, patting her hand against the stained bedclothes. I came and sat cautiously, repelled by the smell. I was not often invited into her company, as she had come, in recent years, to resent me for living when the male children had not, but she had summoned me here today, and my arrival had caught the end of her discussion with my father. She had a purpose in calling me into her presence, I knew, and I dreaded what it was. 

      “You must... you must save your brother,” she told me, fervently. “You can do it. Offer them yourself in exchange.” She gripped my hand.

      “Mother.” I stared at her, appalled. By “them” she meant the Fae. Stories told that they were partial to stealing mankind’s maidens from wherever they could get them, only to return them, twenty years older the very next day, grieving, being parted from their Fae children and husband alike, but cast out for no longer being beautiful. The Fae were cold, cruel, and unfeeling.

      We avoided angering the Fae or bringing ourselves to their attention. The only thing worse than being stolen by one as a wife was being a recipient of their costly altruism. A gift from the Fae would come at an unpayable price, and the punishment for not paying was harsh and unyielding.

      “You are to be married anyway,” she breathed. “Why not to one of them? They’ll be more handsome, and younger than Tilef. It’s better for you, and with my boy back, your father will love me again. I just know it.”

      I looked away and swallowed. I had memories from my childhood of my mother where she had been beautiful, bright, and smiling. She had lavished me with attention, teaching me to read, to sew, with gentle kindness and loving looks. She had taken care of her appearance and overseen the house so that the maids had never been slovenly. The house had been bright, warm, and the envy of our neighbors, and my father had been loud, strong, and happy to come home and greet his little ladies, as he had called us.

      Slowly, as pregnancy after pregnancy passed without a baby or a son, those things changed, and the house was no longer the envy of our neighbors, no longer clean, no longer bright, and no longer home to my father. He blamed her for the losses, and they both blamed me. Something in my birth had changed their fates for the worse.

      “From my chest.” She had not released my hand and her nails dug into my skin in clawed demand. “Take my cloak, the blue one. They favor blue. Go to the standing stones of the Graceplains, at midnight, like they say.”

      “Mother...” I would not do it. I would not tempt fate and the Fae by wearing blue on the Graceplains. But I was trapped. My home was falling apart around me, and I had only the one suitor in the village: Tilef, twenty years my senior and who had already buried two wives. I had turned him down, but perhaps I had not been wise in doing so. I had to believe that there was something more for me than the miserable future Tilef offered. 

      “Take the household money.” She released her grip, exhausted by it. “Don’t fail me.”

      “No,” I told her, firmly. “Fiane is yours, Mother. This is just... motherly misery. It happens.”

      “You owe me your life,” she whispered angrily, a vehement hiss of sound, like the boiling of a kettle. Her eyes glittered with her fervor. “It was having you that ruined me for bearing sons.”

      I looked away, ashamed. She did not lie. My birth had been a difficult one, and she had almost died bringing me into the world. If it hadn’t been for the good-witch, Isyl, neither of us would have lived. Isyl… Isyl would help us, I was sure. She came every year to the village to tend to our ailments and had once been friends with my mother when my mother had been young and full of life, love, and laughter. 

      She always came here during her visits, to see my mother in the house, so that Mother did not have to come to her. She had witnessed the slow decay of the household, a reflection of the decay of the marriage between my parents. The last time she had been here, she had told me to be strong, that all things passed, and not to marry Tilef. It was her words that had made me brave enough to decline his offer.

      “I will compromise, Mother,” I replied after a long moment. “I will go and fetch Isyl. If she says Fiane is a changeling, then I will do as you ask.” Perhaps I could apprentice myself to Isyl, offer to keep her house for her in return for lodging. Perhaps I would not need to return to this miserable house that was no longer a home.

      “Thank you, Siorin.” She was contented with this, and her eyes closed. After a moment, her breathing eased as she succumbed to sleep. I sat gazing at her, my heart tight in my chest. I loved the mother she had once been to me, and grieved that mother as if she had passed. Perhaps Mother was right, and there was a changeling in the house, but it was not Fiane.

      I went to my room and changed my clothing, discarding my dress and slippers for trousers, tunic, and boots. I wrapped my green cloak over my shoulders and belted my dagger to my waist. Into the satchel I normally reserved for foraging trips into the forest, I placed a change of tunic and some handkerchiefs, as well as a fire striker from my bedroom hearth. 

      My mother’s maid, Yena, was on her way up with my mother’s evening meal as I exited my chamber. “Miss?” she asked me, seeing my clothing. 

      “My mother wants me to fetch the good-witch Isyl to attend to her,” I explained. “Let my father know I have taken Coryfe.” If he returned.

      “Yes, miss.”

      I ran down the stairs and turned to the back of the house, where the kitchen was located. My sudden entry startled Anre, our cook, taking a moment for herself, her feet up at the table. “Miss Siorin,” she scolded, dropping her feet to the ground. “You know your father does not like you back here.” 

      The kitchen was the only place in the house that had remained unchanged, under Anre’s demanding eye. The pots still shone with polish, the floor was swept and mopped so clean we could eat off its bricks, and the table was scrubbed. The fire here was always bright and well attended and always held something cooking over it. It smelled of drying herbs, savory food, and beeswax. 

      I would live in the kitchen, if my father would let me sleep before the warmth of the fire, in the place where my happy memories rose easiest, and I could pretend that the grimness of the rest of the house did not exist. In the kitchen, I was a child again, not a woman on the edge of an uncertain future.

      “He is at Gretha’s,” I replied and went through the kitchen to the accounting room. The household coins were kept in a small purse in the middle drawer. I opened it, and took the purse out, tying it to my belt before returning to the kitchen. I put a couple of apples, and a chunk of bread into my bag. “My mother is sending me to Isyl,” I told Anre when she raised her eyebrows at the pilfering.

      “You’ll need to eat more than that on the journey, then,” she tsked. She wrapped some scones and dried fruit into a cloth and added a carrot. “For the troll.” 

      “Thank you.”

      “I don’t have to warn you...”

      “No. I’ll not stray from the road, backtrack my steps, nor walk through any mushroom rings.”

      “Good lass,” she told me warmly. “And don’t forget, the road has its own dangers, of the non-magical kind.”

      “Never,” I promised. She spoke of the dangers of men, something each village lass was cautioned of from childhood. There was no safety in life for us until we married — we were prey to the Fae or the fairy brethren, and we were prey to men’s desires. “I have my dagger and will take my bow and arrows. I’ll ride through the night and be back tomorrow evening or the morning after at the latest.”

      “It is probably the wisest thing,” she replied, “to fetch Isyl. This household needs her intervention.”

      “Yes,” I agreed and brushed a kiss over her cheek. “I will see you soon.”

      The stables were warm and scented with hay and horse. Like the kitchens, the stables held shadows of my childhood in that they remained well tended and upkept, except now Coryfe was the only horse, where once there had been four. My father’s wealth had dwindled over the years as, disheartened by the lack of an heir, he had lost interest in his businesses, and, as the horses passed, he had not replaced them.

      The stable was tended by one of the neighbors’ young lads, who had since gone home for his evening meal, and so I saddled Coryfe myself. I slung my quiver holding my arrows and unstrung bow over my shoulder before leading him out to the side yard, closing the gate behind us and startling a maid from the house next door and her lover. I laughed at their efforts to cover up as I rode Coryfe out onto the street, his metal shod hooves loud on the stones. 

      The village was, as most were, haphazardly laid out, with people having built their houses where they wanted, and the road weaving between. Most houses followed the same techniques passed down from generation to generation, with the bottom story being formed of bricks, and the upper story of wood. The windows all held the little panes of glass manufactured at the local kiln and were held in place by lines of lead. 

      As time passed, the dirt road had been replaced by cobblestone, and the occurrence of a few winters where Changed Beasts had come into the village in search of food had resulted in the villagers combining to have lampposts put up in the main streets of the village, and a lamp-lighter employed to light them. The fall of light discouraged Changed Beasts and mischievous behavior in general.

      The evening was darkening, and the wise people were in their houses, their doors shut to the mischief of night. The lamp-lighter was making his rounds with his ladder and fire striker, and a handful of apprentices smoked a pipe in a side alley, away from their master’s gaze, but otherwise, the streets were empty of pedestrians. 

      The village faded into a few isolated farmhouses, and we rode out from under the comforting fall of the lamplight until the moon and stars provided the only illumination. In the shifting shadows cast across the road, many times I thought I saw something move, or the glint of an eye, but I did not pause. It could have been rats, cats, or other feral creatures, but one never knew if it were one of the brethren looking to cause mischief for mankind. 

      I passed the mill and crossed the river on the stone bridge, throwing the carrot over the side as a tribute to the troll that lived below, while keeping Coryfe at a steady walk. Although the road to Isyl’s village was well maintained, I did not want to risk Coryfe by forcing him to travel at speed in the dark, and I did not want to be forced to retrace my steps due to an injury or thrown shoe. 

      The fields were silver in the moonlight, a striking contrast to the dark shadow of the forest on the horizon. The forests had once spread across most of the land, but our ancestors had slowly cleared it, creating pastures for cattle and fields for growing, and peace of mind. After all, the Fae and brethren dwelt in the forests, and they were strange places of magic and peril.

      If mankind did not have the need for wood, I suspected we would clear all the forests from the land where we could. The Fae held some of the forests tightly, and man would not dare take an axe to wood in such places. Enchanted Forests, where the trees were likely to retaliate a blow, and where even going within was a punishable trespass.

      We rode for quite some time before the road took us through the local forest. This forest was well known and oft traveled, and yet still never completely safe. I felt the tension build within me as we approached and knew Coryfe sensed it in me. 

      Coryfe snorted unhappily. 

      “Yes, I smell it too,” I agreed. Magic was sharp and metallic in the air. 

      The trees framed the road, their tangled boughs meshing overhead, heavy leaves blocking most of the moonlight. I drew Coryfe to a stop and listened intently. There was no Fae music, which would indicate a courtly night ride or a hunt through the forest. There was no howling, which would indicate a Changed Beast in the trees. 

      “It might be benign,” I told Coryfe. “Just a forest fairy passing by; a sprite or an imp.”

      I encouraged him to proceed. It was either move forward or go back. Retracing my steps at this time of the day would be unwise, as it was a thing that many fairy creatures took as an invitation to meddle. I did not want to find myself spell-blighted.

      The magic smell grew stronger the further we went along the road, and the light poorer, speckling across the road worn into the undergrowth by the passage of mankind’s carts and carriages. It had rained recently, and puddles gathered where the wheels had worn deeper, reflecting the moon and stars. Shadows moved ominously, and the undergrowth rustled with movement.

      “A little help, please,” a man spoke from within the trees.
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      I looked in the direction of the voice without pulling Coryfe to a stop. I could make him out, a tangle of limbs and cloth, strung by a net and suspended in the boughs of a tree, a little off the path. What were the chances, I wondered, of two travelers on this road at night, and one of them being unwise enough to venture off the road and become ensnared by a net? 

      I considered him. “You could be a trap to lure a traveler off the trail,” I told him.

      He laughed, dryly. “I think I am the trapped traveler.”

      “How did you get yourself trapped up there?” I asked him. We were drawing equal to his tree. 

      I did not have long to decide what to do, without having to retrace my steps. I could make out details of him within the net now. A sizeable, booted foot hung out between the weave, the boot finely made and tooled with elaborate detail, the sole barely showing wear. The cloth of his cloak was lushly dyed in a dark blue and embroidered at the hem with a glinting thread. Whoever this man was, he came from wealth.

      “Must I recount my entire day?” He was irritable, wriggling within the net and setting it to swaying. 

      “I am not the one strung up,” I replied, keeping my voice polite. If he were a trap set by one of the magical brethren, manners would serve me well. 

      “A call of nature,” he mumbled, embarrassed. 

      “Ah. It’s unwise to step off the trail, even for such things,” I told him. 

      “Evidently,” he retorted. “Will you help me, or not?”

      I drew Coryfe to a halt. “Don’t you carry a knife?”

      “It’s on the ground,” he stuck a hand between the weave and pointed down. I could just detect a glimmer in the grass. 

      “You must have the worst luck,” I commented and took an arrow from my quiver. 

      “Yes. You don’t mean to shoot, seriously?” he complained. 

      I set the arrow to the bow, aimed, and released. He yelled, the sound overloud in the silence of the forest as he fell. He hit the ground hard, knocking the breath from his lungs. For a moment, there was no sound, and then he groaned as he sat up. “Fuck,” he muttered the curse word, plucking bits of twigs and leaves from his hair as he regained his feet. 

      He stooped to pick up his dagger, and returned it to the sheath on his hip, before limping out onto the road. He was a big man, taller and wider of shoulder than my father, who was easily the biggest man in my village. His clothing was as fine as I suspected, from boots to cloak, heavy with embroidery and of luxurious material, vividly dyed. The cloak was a midnight blue, just shy of black, and lined with something with a sheen. There were jewels in the pommel of the dagger, catching the moonlight. 

      He picked debris from his hair, as he glowered up at me. “There were kinder ways of doing that,” he chastised. He had a wild sort of beauty under the tangled fall of his hair, his face given more to fierceness than to charming smiles from the set of his lips and the scowl of his brow. The sort of beauty that made a maiden’s heart pound and think of the lyrics of love songs. 

      “None that didn’t involve leaving the road. As it is, you have cost me an arrow.”

      He walked up to Coryfe who snorted in response. “Your horse doesn’t like me.”

      “You smell of magic,” I replied. 

      “I guess that’s to be expected. I am a mage, after all.” He placed his hands on the saddle, and lifted himself with impressive strength and grace, settling himself behind me before the protest formed on my lips. 

      “I don’t remember offering you a ride.” 

      He placed his hands on my waist. They were large, like his feet, and his nails were neatly maintained. Not the hands of someone given to physical labor. “You’d hardly leave me out here,” he said with confidence. “We’d best keep going,” he added. “People who leave traps for men, aren’t people you want to encounter on dark roads.”

      I urged Coryfe on. 

      “I can’t ride with your arrows in my face,” he complained, and pulled the quiver and bow from me, slinging them over his own back, and settled himself closer on the saddle. He was warm against my back, and his thighs against mine were long-boned and strong. The last time I had been this close to a man had been when my father had taught me to ride a horse as a child, and this man was not my father. I felt the flush heating my chest and cheeks.

      “How is it that a mage could not free himself from a net?” I asked to distract myself from his body against mine.

      He made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat. “Do you think it so easy to use magic? You need the right components. I have a dagger, why would I carry components for such a spell?”

      “For the event that you drop your dagger through the weave of a net?” I suggested, trying to keep my voice bland. In tale, it was always unwise to provoke magic users. 

      “Hmmm.”

      The metallic smell of magic clung to the midnight of his hair as it blew over my shoulder, but it was fading now, and I could smell the herbs he carried upon him as spell components and the chypre scent of sandalwood. He sat on the saddle with the confidence of much practice, comfortable despite the saddle not being designed for two and there being only one set of stirrups. 

      “Where is your horse?” I asked him.

      “What makes you think I had a horse?”

      “You ride like someone who would have a horse.” 

      “I ride better than you do.”

      “Possibly.” I decided he was rude, even for a mage. “Where are you traveling to and from?”

      “What’s ahead?” he asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder at him. “You don’t know?”

      “It’s a long story that you don’t need to know,” he replied dismissively. 

      “Behind is Yslt and ahead Benal.”

      “What else lies ahead?” he asked, impatiently. “Any cities, castles, anything of actual significance?” His disdain for the villages and towns was not disguised. 

      “The standing stones of the Graceplains, and beyond, eventually, the coast, and the city and castle of Nerith.”

      “Ah,” he sighed it out with an air of resignation. “You will take me to Nerith.” He said the name of the city as if it were a curse word.

      “I will take you to Benal, where I am going. How you get on from there is your own matter,” I told him, firmly.

      “We’ll see.” He sounded smug. “The—” He stopped speaking suddenly as a howl cut through the silence of the trees. “Fuck,” he muttered again. I wondered if he always cursed under his breath, or if it was an attempt at politeness.

      “What manner of creature was that?” I demanded sharply. 

      It sounded like a Changed Hound. I had only heard that call once before when there had been a pack in the forest that was driven to hunt through the refuse of the village over a particularly harsh winter. They had been responsible for the lamps being erected in the village streets. There was nothing more frightening than stepping out into one’s courtyard and seeing the glint of aware eyes looking back at you from the face of a Beast. 

      “Not one we want to encounter,” he replied. I felt him reach for his belt. He threw something out onto the road before us. “Aperianu,” he snarled out at the same time as he heeled Coryfe into a gallop. I saw a flash of light open before us, as if lightning had struck, causing auras in my vision, and tasted the bitter, metallic magic in the back of my throat. The air screamed as it was pulled past us. I gripped the reins tight and clenched my teeth, trying not to scream myself as we rode into the brightness. 

      He slowed Coryfe and looked over his shoulder. The sound and motion of the air whistling through the portal stopped abruptly. “Good,” he said, satisfied. “I wonder where we are,” he added, looking around us. 

      My hands shook as I relaxed the death grip that I held on the reins. It took a moment for my eyes to recover from the bright light, and I blinked, trying to dispel the auras as I looked around. We were in the middle of a vast area of grassland, the feather heads of the wild grasses bowing and rippling like an ocean around us, and even the silvered moonlight could not dispel the array of colors — yellows, whites, greens, pinks, reds, and even the deepest shade of purple. 

      There was a mountain range in the distance, thick and dark with trees, but otherwise, I could see nothing except more grass plains. There were no houses, no roads, not even smoke rising into the sky in the distance to give the sign that anyone lived nearby. 

      “What do you mean, you wonder where we are?” Fear made my voice tight. 

      “Well, it’s an imperfect transition, under pressure,” he replied, coolly. “We should be glad we’re not swimming in the middle of the ocean. I suppose we should head to that forest. It would be foolish to sleep out on the plains.” 

      “It would be foolish to sleep in the forest,” I replied grimly. Did the man intend to kill us? “The grasses would be safer.”

      “Why is that?” He was surprised. 

      I frowned. What manner of person did not know the dangers of the forest? “Imps, fairies, ogres, goblins, fauns, Fae... do I need to go on?”

      “It’s not an enchanted forest,” he replied with dignity. “Just an ordinary forest.”

      “You can tell that, can you?” I eyed the trees dubiously. The forest grew in a thick tangle, its edge ragged, as if it sought to reclaim the grasslands. The trees had the type of foliage I had been taught the Fae favored — the leaves three-pointed, and as large as my hand, the colors ranging from a rich russet to a lush green. The shrubby undergrowth grew so thickly between the rising, gnarled roots of the trees that I wondered if Coryfe could even navigate passage between the ancient, wide trunks.

      “Yes, I can tell if it’s a Fae forest. If it were, I would know where we were.” He reached around me, taking Coryfe’s reins, and redirecting him. “Your horse will need to rest. He is carrying two, and I am not light. We might as well make camp for a few hours and see if you can wield that bow for another purpose than shooting mages out of trees.”

      I sighed, unsure which was the least pleasant prospect, being lost alone, or being lost with this dark-haired mage. I did not argue with his control of the reins and let him steer us into the trees. 

      “I did have other plans for the night,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Not important ones.”

      “You don’t know what I was about, so how can you judge?” 

      “Well, perhaps I should say, my needs are more important than yours.”

      “Excuse me,” I took the reins back from him, annoyed. “My horse. It is awfully dismissive of you to assume your needs are more important than mine when you don’t know what they are.”

      “That spot over there.” He pointed as we entered the trees. There was a space between the trees that I would have normally avoided, its circumference uncomfortably round, too similar to a fairy circle for me to step without unease within it; although, I could see that it was not marked as such. The trees grew heavily around this spot, but one had fallen, creating a gap in the canopy through which the moon shone like a beacon. 

      “You’re a village girl on a horse riding to the neighboring village during the night at a walk,” he continued. “If someone were dying, you would ride at speed. Therefore, I guess that you intended to see a witch or a warlock for a love spell. As I said, my needs are more important.”

      “I was riding to a good-witch. My mother is convinced that my baby brother is a changeling.”

      “Unlikely,” he replied as I drew Coryfe to a stop. “Your mother will get over it.” He slid from the horse. “We should start a fire.”

      I was tempted to urge Coryfe on and leave him behind. However, he was a mage. I did not know what other spells he had that he might use against me if I tried to do so, and that same magic might be useful in keeping me alive until I found my way back home. 

      “Just be wary,” I cautioned him. “This spot is very circular. Perhaps the foliage hides a fairy circle?”

      “Nonsense.” He dismissed my concerns. “I would sense the magic if it were so.”

      I dismounted and unsaddled Coryfe as the mage sat on one of the branches of the fallen tree and drew from a bag he wore under his cloak, a small book, bound in leather, with curls of metal protecting the corners and clasping the covers shut. 

      “We need a fire,” he said to me, his fingers stroking the cover reverently. There was no writing on the cover or binding, but I could see something had been embossed into the leather. Perhaps the embossing was the shadow of writing that had once been picked out with ink, but which time had faded or flaked away.

      “Then you should gather some wood,” I suggested. “If you wish me to use my bow to catch something to eat.”

      He looked up at me and arched his heavy brows. “Is that right?” I met his eyes and raised my eyebrows back. He returned the book to his bag. “Very well,” he agreed, standing, and began to collect the dead wood off the forest floor. 

      I hesitated, unwilling to leave him with Coryfe while I hunted. I might return to no horse and no mage. 

      “I feel we have a trust issue,” he observed. 

      He flicked his long black locks back over his shoulders. The tips of his ears parted the hair, delicately pointed. There was definitely some Fae or Elven heritage in his lineage, I realized. It would explain the wild beauty of his features. I had never seen someone with brethren so recently in their line that their ears retained the points, however. 

      There had been a time, in the past, when the fairy brethren and mankind had intermingled more freely, and there were many families who held a strain from somewhere in their past as a result. More recently, at least according to tale, the Fae were more likely to take a child sired with mankind back into their realm. Thus, seeing someone with Fae heritage among us was becoming rarer.

      I knew this only through story, there was no one of brethren heritage in my village that I knew of. But, according to the stories, they were usually identifiable only by their unusual beauty, a certain grace of movement, or a light in the eye. This mage certainly possessed all of those charms. 

      “How do you propose we surmount that?” he asked me.

      “How about you give me that book, and I trust you enough to leave you with Coryfe?” I suggested boldly. 

      He considered me for a long moment. “I went to a great deal of effort to get this book,” he said slowly, reluctant to part with it.

      “Then you’ll be less likely to ride off on my horse.” I held out my hand. 

      “Don’t open it,” he cautioned me, bringing the book out of his bag. “It’s magic.” I put the book into my bag. He watched the transfer suspiciously. “What is your name, girl?” he asked me.

      “What is yours?” Names were tricky things. In the wrong hands, they could be used for mischief.

      “Rivyn.” He met my eyes with his. I did not think he lied.

      “Siorin.” 

      His lips curled in something that might have been a smile on another face, but on his was just a baring of teeth. His premolars were the same length as his canines, and both were sharply pointed. He was definitely not all mankind, I noted warily, wondering if I had fallen into a brethren trap of some sort. He had, after all, well and truly lured me from my path. 

      “Well, now that we’re officially acquainted, how about you find us something to eat?”

      I took my bow and arrow deeper into the trees, keeping my ears pricked for the sound of hooves, not quite trusting Rivyn would not make off with Coryfe despite the book in my bag. I reached inside to feel its binding, reassuring myself that it was truly there. It had occurred to me that the mage might magic it away somehow. 

      Not a Fae forest, he had said; however, my stalking through the undergrowth scattered a family of stick-like imps, sending them scurrying away in a wild rustling of leaves, and further along, what looked to be the floating of thistledown in the breeze, was actually a flock of fairies harvesting the sweet sap that oozed from the trees. 

      I had just felled an unfortunate rabbit when I noticed something glinting, suspended between the trees. I drew closer, suspiciously. 

      There was a fairy entangled in a spider web. I could not tell its gender as it was trussed so tightly, with only its little feet and part of its face visible. Its struggles had attracted the attention of the web’s owner, and the fat spider was making its way toward its victim.

      “It’s my night for rescues,” I commented to it. It hissed at me. “Come now, that’s no way to treat someone who’s trying to help.” I used my dagger to slice it free of the web, sending the spider scurrying, and knelt to carefully unwind the sticky gossamer from the captive. 

      It took some time, and I heard the mage call my name in the distance. 

      “Fool of a man,” I muttered to the fairy. “He will alert the whole forest to our location.” I worked the last of the web free as I heard the crack of sticks beneath Rivyn’s step.

      “What are you doing?” he asked. 

      “Freeing my little friend, here,” I told him, leaning back so he could see the object of my efforts. “He was stuck in a web.” It was a fairy man, with a cap of golden hair, his trousers and tunic sewn from leaves. He had stopped fighting me and seemed content to sit while I eased the last threads away from his delicate wings. He inspected himself with the air of someone much put out by his adventure. 

      “Oh dear,” I sighed, and took a scone from my bag, pulling off a crumb and offering it to the little man. He accepted it, and ate ravenously, his sharp little teeth making quick work of the crumb. I gave him a second. “His wing is broken.” 

      His wings reminded me of a dragonfly, so fragile and sheer that I could see through them, threaded with delicate veins, and possessing a pearlescent sheen. The tip of this fairy man’s wing had become folded in the spider’s tangle and did not straighten. It did not appear to hurt the fairy, but I could not see how it would be possible for him to fly.

      I looked up at Rivyn. He was watching me with the oddest expression on his face. “You’d have been better off leaving him to the spider,” he replied. “He won’t survive with a broken wing.”

      “Will it heal, do you think?” I wondered. 

      “Do I look like a fairy healer?” He arched his brows at me. 

      “I can’t leave him here to die.” I watched the little man stand and brush himself off. He fluttered his wings, perhaps in an effort to straighten the damaged tip, but it continued to sag. He inspected the damage trying to straighten it between his hands. He made a squeaking sound that might have contained words but was pitched too high and from too small a throat for me to understand. “Will you come?” I asked him, showing him my bag. He regarded me suspiciously. “Do you understand me?” 

      The mage reached into my bag and plucked out his book. “Most fairy creatures speak the common tongue,” he told me, smoothing the cover of the book beneath his fingers covetously. “He should... ah, see.” The little fairy man stepped onto my hand and let me transfer him into the bag. “He’ll eat whatever you have in there,” Rivyn cautioned me. “Fairies are always hungry.”

      “I caught a rabbit,” I reclaimed it from the grasses.

      “Oh, good,” he looked pleased. “I am hungry.” 

      We returned to Coryfe. There was a good pile of wood ready for the fire, but the pieces were small — fallen wood, without any density — and we would burn through it in the time it took to cook the rabbit. If we had an axe to chop with, the trunk of the dead tree would have enough wood for a hundred fires, but, unfortunately, we did not have anything between us. Luckily, the weather was milder than in my village. We would not feel the lack of fire overnight and our cloaks would provide sufficient warmth. 

      I cleared an area and began building a little fire, using my fire striker to start it. 

      Rivyn returned to his log and angled to capture the moonlight across the pages of his book as he opened it. I saw his hair lift in a draft of magical energy. 

      “How can you read in such poor light?” I asked him. 

      “It’s magic.” He was distracted. “It’s not written in ink. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “What’s so
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