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Fae want to live. That truth, buried deep inside, is what keeps my feet flat on the floor instead of the open windowsill as I watch General Halasuwa’s procession move across the courtyard below. It would be so easy to tip too far forward and end this imprisonment once and for all. 

‘Courtyard’ may be a stretch, but it’s the closest word I have to describe the area surrounding the fortress. Nothing grows here. My world is darkness and stone, as devoid of the warmth of life as the Fomorians are of compassion and mercy. A resounding thud echoes up as the first guards reach my tower and throw open the heavy wooden door. Must be time.

A deep breath steadies my nerves. He hasn’t killed you yet. What makes you think he’ll do it today? Truthfully, I’m only alive to stoke Halasuwa’s ego. The moment he feels like I no longer serve that purpose he won’t hesitate to reunite me with my slaughtered people.

The Realm ceased smoking long ago, yet the Fomorians still feast as though on the eve of their victory. My every hair is in place, that is, in a state of utter dishevelment, when the horn sounds outside my door. The same clothes I wore in that fateful battle slip and flap on my gaunt frame, still dirty, still bearing the blood of those who died protecting me. I’m not allowed to wash them, these symbols of my absolute defeat.  

I know my place. Under Halasuwa’s heel. My life hangs on this performance, and every performance stretching endlessly into the future. The more debased I appear, the happier the Fomorian leader is, and the closer my escape becomes.

“Your Majesty?” The question is a sneer as the guard opens my door without bothering to knock. I don’t warrant such a basic courtesy. The flickering torches in the otherwise dark hallway throw his ram’s horns into menacing shadows.  

“I am ready,” I answer with a steady voice. The guards close in as I enter their midst, as if I pose any kind of threat to them. Without my magic I’m as defenseless as I appear. Sixteen, skinny, weak. Alone. Through the hallway. Down the stairs. Nothing new to see, but I keep my eyes at the ready just in case. Halasuwa doesn’t summon me often, so when he does, I have to make full use of the opportunity. The dark, cold stone yields no secrets, and my guards are silent as always.

The guards lead me deep underground, although the fortress of Canowin Hollow already exists in the bowels of the earth. I am kept in a tower, but that tower is merely the highest point of the deepest cave I’ve ever seen. The weight of the rock above pushes against me, reminding my very being that I do not belong down here. I am Fae, and Fae belong beneath the sky, not buried under the ground. 

Halasuwa’s banquet hall lies deeper still, and the effort to walk down hundreds of stairs does nothing to keep the chill from settling in my bones. By the time we reach the bottom I’m shivering, and I only keep my teeth from chattering through sheer force of will.

As I descend the final staircase a hoof the size of a dinner plate slides into my path, catching my foot and sending me tumbling headfirst down the remaining steps. I should have seen it coming. My guards snicker but don’t outright laugh, and no one offers to help me up. I say nothing, pushing myself upright and wincing as my badly healed broken ankle falters. I wipe the slime off my hands and wait.

When the hall doors open, the noise of revelry spills out, dinner already in full swing. More horns announce my arrival, and the guards prod me forward as a hush falls over the guests. I am led through the center of the hall, between rows of gawking strangers, until finally stopping before the elevated table at the far end. 

Halasuwa notices the fresh grime but says nothing. His standing order says I am not to be harmed; however, there is a general understanding that a little bullying is okay. My guards melt away as Halasuwa stands, commanding every eye in the room. Even for a Fomorian, he’s massive, the stump of his arm where Danen took his hand only serving to make him look more formidable. Battle-hardened. Undefeatable. 

“Honored guests!” Halasuwa bellows the words, even though silence has reigned in the hall since my grand entrance. No amount of dirt can hide my golden skin and silver hair, an unmistakable sign of my royalty. “May I present Her Majesty, Eve La Stella, Queen of the Fae!”

A roar follows this announcement. On cue, I drop to one knee and bow my head. “General.”

“Please, join me, Your Majesty.” Snickers race around the room. No one believes his use of my title is sincere, but I rise and ascend the dais anyway. We’ve each delivered our lines, and the satisfied look on Halasuwa’s face tells me my life, for tonight, is secure. I take my place as dinner resumes, a Fomorian-sized chair that swallows my frame and leaves my feet dangling slightly behind and to Halasuwa’s left. I’m not permitted to eat, so I don’t even look at the food. Instead, I sweep my eyes over the crowd, trying to see who Halasuwa is shmoozing tonight. 

Riding high on his victory over the Realm, General Halasuwa was not content to merely return home and live out his days. No. Now that his vengeance is complete it is time for the Fomorians to once again claim their place in the workings of the world. I am his tool, his proof that he is everything the rumors claim him to be. And every time he shows off his new pet, he gains allies fearful of having his might turned on them next. 

I don’t have names for many of the creatures I’ve seen in this hall, but I’m pretty sure I know who his guests are tonight. Goblins. They smell even worse than the Fomorians, and since they stand only hip-high to the warriors watching them mingle together is almost laughable. I don’t laugh. I keep a careful mask of misery plastered on my face, even as their beady eyes rove over me and their hairy fingers make rude gestures in my direction. The Fae have historically had little contact with goblins, as they have no magic and had nothing we desired. There’s no denying their interest in me, though. Their hungry gazes make me feel like a lamb paraded in front of a pride of lions. 

A small band of goblins approaches the high table and snag Halasuwa’s attention. Their torsos are adorned with blood-red sashes glinting with silver pins, setting them apart from the ordinary rabble occupying the rest of the tables. The delegates, I assume. I can’t hear their words over the general ruckus, but their intention becomes clear when Halasuwa nods his head in my direction. 

Wicked smiles cross their twisted faces as they approach my chair. I let my fear show, knowing any assertion of pride will reflect badly on Halasuwa. 

The goblins mutter amongst themselves in their native tongue, rasps and growls that set my teeth on edge. 

Then one of them touches me. 

Lightly at first, running its fingers through my silver hair. It cackles, and the others join in, poking and prodding, picking at my skin and clothes. 

Their touch makes my skin itch, like tiny insects are crawling all over me. I can’t help but squirm, and their picking becomes harsher, more aggressive. Then one of them licks me, leaving a trail of fire across my cheek, and I scream. 

“Enough.” For the first time, I’m thankful to hear Halasuwa’s booming voice. The goblins back off, then grumpily slink away. Halasuwa doesn’t look at me, and I’m glad. What would happen if he saw the relief and gratitude in my eyes?

The goblins are still looking at me and muttering, so I search for somewhere else to look. Keep learning. There’s always something new for you to see, you just have to find it. My eyes land on another table, off to the side but not so far from Halasuwa as to be an insult to their rank. 

A rowdy cluster of Fomorians occupies this table, deep in the throes of obvious drunkenness. It doesn’t appear to be a happy drunkenness, however. Scowls mar their faces, and more than one sends a disgusted look my way. In the center is a face I recognize, leaning in close and talking fast. His brown skin and budded horns stir a level of emotion in me I can’t afford to let anyone see. Caspian. 

As if drawn by my gaze, his head abruptly swivels, eyes locking onto mine. The scar on his cheek, courtesy of Danen, lies too pale against his brown skin. His expression falters for a heartbeat before he gets swept up in the conversation again. I’ve lost track of the number of times he’s saved my life. And of the number of times he’s betrayed me. 

His presence here tonight, the only Fae besides me among a sea of enemies, tells me everything I need to know about his loyalty. I tear my gaze away, riveting my eyes to the floor for the rest of the meal.

Still, even with my eyes down I’m not unaware of the precariousness of my situation. I can still feel their eyes on me. Caspian’s. The goblins’. Even Halasuwa’s. Watching every twitch of my face for a hint of anything more than total subservience. It’s a dangerous game I play. Yet, play it I must. My life depends on it. My people depend on it. 
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Eventually, I’m dismissed. I’ve played my part, and when Fomorians get drunk, they get violent. Can’t have them in the same room as the very breakable Fae Queen. Not Halasuwa, though. No drinking for him. He’s not the kind of man to ever let his guard down. 

I’m escorted upstairs and deposited back into my tower, my guards eager to return downstairs to their own meals. A bowl of water waits for me. Cold, of course. I don’t merit hot water. The door isn’t even latched before I’m tearing off my filthy clothes and splashing water across my body. My skin feels raw from the goblins’ poisonous touch, and just being around Fomorians makes me crave cleanliness. I scrub until my skin stings and wash my hair, then wrap myself up in the clean clothes I do have. They are Fomorian clothes, so large I keep them strategically pinned, but at least I stay warm. It’s only when I’m dry and snuggled in that I begin trembling. 

I don’t know how much longer I can do this. Another thought answers the first, stronger and bolder. As long as you have to. 

I rise in response, jumping up and down to loosen my cold, clenched muscles. Eyes closed, I take ten deep breaths, hands raised up to the sky. Channeling Danen, I bend my knees and move through my defensive postures. 

Half an hour later, I’m warmed up and ready. I move more quickly now, calling up lessons from the depths of my memories, dredging up every ounce of wisdom Danen tried to impart. I kick and punch, lashing out with all my strength, which in my current condition isn’t much. I tire easily, but I push through anyway. He would expect me to. Dodge and thrust. Jump and duck. I’ve spent every night training my body to move like Danen’s. Someday I’ll need it. I just hope it’s enough.

I’m not giving up, Danen. I promise. 

As always, just the thought of him stirs memories I wish I could banish. The crack of his neck as Halasuwa broke his body. His limp form lying on the ground. The Wild Hunt descending from the sky and stealing him away from the battlefield. He’s out there. Somewhere. I have to believe he’s out there.

I have Fae still out there, too. I don’t know how many, or what condition they’re in, or even where to find them, but I choose to believe they’re out there. They’re too out of reach, though. Too many unknowns separate them from me. I can’t make promises to them. So I keep my focus narrow and make my promises to Danen, knowing he’d be the one expecting me to get myself out of this mess and put everything right. If only I knew how to do that.

I train until the first rumbling voices reach my window from the courtyard. The lightweights, abandoning the party downstairs and making their way to the tunnels and caverns they call home. The movements of the Fomorians are the only way I can track the passage of time so far from the sun. If they’re leaving dinner that means it’s late, but not too late. The heavy hitters will drink until they pass out there at the tables. Others will filter through the fortress searching for empty beds, or at least empty corridors. The transition is my cue to go to bed, though. I’ve long gotten used to the flimsy straw mattress and the threadbare blanket, and my fatigue drags me under before my body registers the chill in the air.

The next morning my nanny arrives. ‘Nanny’ being a joke, of course, because female goats are called nannies. Interestingly, in all my lessons with Master Feufollet and in all my invasion discussions with, well, everyone, the subject of female Fomorians never came up, and it never occurred to me to ask. Obviously there would be females, but Fae history apparently took no notice of them. They weren’t in the battle at Emain Ablach. Of this I’m sure. Not that they aren’t formidable; trust me, the females are every bit as massive as the males, with their own impressive set of horns. Their snouts are shortened, like on a boxer or a pug, and their hair is less bristly. 

My nanny’s name is Shosce, and I only know that because one of my guards addressed her that way. She’s never introduced herself to me, or spoken anything other than guttural Fomorian words I can’t understand. Our people share a common language ancestor, but with the division between us our languages naturally grew apart. The warriors seem to speak more clearly, but those who stay close within Canowin Hollow speak a stronger dialect. While the core is there, I struggle to make sense of the more obscure words. 

Shosce comes every few days to make sure I am being cared for and to escort me about the fortress for exercise. Her idea of exercise is vastly different from mine. My legs yearn to run free, my body screams for challenge and resistance and exertion. I settle for my walks without complaint, though. It’s better than being left to rot.

Today, Shosce scowls more heavily than usual, clutching my chin in her jaw and turning my head to each side. She lingers on the cheek licked by the goblin last night but ultimately decides it doesn’t need medical attention. It still stings, though, and when I try to tell her that she shakes my head and makes a throaty clucking noise. She finishes her examination, poking and prodding much like the goblins did, and apparently decides I’m healthy enough. Again, our definitions differ. I’m malnourished, having lost the muscle mass I gained training with Danen and then some. My hair is so limp and broken my maid Tupi wouldn’t be able to handle it. This is just the way Halasuwa wants me, though, so this is what he gets. 

Shosce leads me out of my room and two guards fall into place about ten feet behind me. I catch a glimpse of their bored expressions and have to admit I see their point. What am I going to do, overpower her? Make a run for it? Any attempt would end with me bloody and broken, or worse. Still, we put on the charade that I’m dangerous. 

The hallways of the fortress itself are deserted. Even with overwhelming numbers the Fomorians still took a major hit in the battle, and many of those who survived returned to their own homes in the surrounding tunnels after the initial celebrations. Of those who reside permanently in the fortress, most likely drank heavily at dinner last night and won’t stir for quite some time. The gloomy stone hallways echo beneath the hooves of my companions as we make our circuit.

Of course, Halasuwa won’t allow me to be taken near any sensitive areas. The rooms we pass are spartan in decoration with an air of disuse. Leftovers from a more vibrant, bygone era. The torches burn dimly, if at all, allowing lengths of darkness to permeate the space. We finally reach the stairs on the far side and travel down, down, always down. The curse of living in the top of a tower. Now it’s time for my ‘fresh air’. 

I do give credit to the Fomorian craftsmen who built this fortress, though whether they used their hands or their magic is lost on me. Its sheer size is impossible to view all at once. The building is nestled into the rock as if grown straight out of the ground, the cave ceiling hovering scant inches from the tallest towers. The walls look to be one solid piece of aged gray stone, divots and channels worn away by the intermittent dripping from above. My tower alone is unblemished, having been plopped right onto the top upon my arrival. Quickly, too, as if by magic.

Fomorian magic. I’ve yet to see any in action. I know it’s objectively weaker than Fae magic, but nobody bothered to instruct me on the details. Feelings bubble up, but I quash them before they can fully manifest. No use dwelling on the things I can’t change. If anyone had seen this coming I would have been instructed differently. Treated differently. 

Hanathen saw this coming. My mother, the queen, in her limited prophetic vision warned me of the incoming Fomorians. She told me I was the only one who could save my people. Fat lot of good that did me, huh? I failed anyway.

From this position, I can see the openings of four different tunnels heading away from the fortress and venturing deeper into the rock walls surrounding us. More tunnels open on the far side, out of my view. Much as I’ve tried, I can’t remember which tunnel brought me here from the Realm. Halasuwa wasn’t shy about allowing me to see my surroundings, fully confident I was never leaving his possession. Even if I were to bolt, I would be instantly lost. Everything looks the same; I can’t see the subtle differences that allow the Fomorians to navigate so easily. 

A commotion down one of the branching tunnels draws Shosce’s attention. She stares hard in that direction before shaking her head and turning a different way. 

“Troublemakers,” one of the guards mutters behind me. 

“They should know better,” the other answers, obviously knowing what’s going on. 

I strain my eyes, but of course I can’t see in the dark anymore. I open my mouth to ask before remembering they wouldn’t tell me anyway. It’s a quiet life I lead now.

What happens next is anything but quiet. Two forms detach from the darkness inside the farthest tunnel to the left and run straight at me. The sight is so bizarre it takes a moment for me to register them as rams. As they come into the light, I recognize them as the ones shooting me dirty looks from Caspian’s table last night. They bellow as they charge my guard head-on. 
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Shosce roars back in defiance and lowers her horns to meet the charge. The guard on my right steps up beside her, ready to defend me against whatever nefarious plans my attackers have. The guard on the left moves forward, too. 

Then he snatches me around the waist and bolts in the opposite direction. Shosce calls out in alarm but my guard/kidnapper pays her no heed.

I scream. There’s not much else I can do. 

The guard slings me over his shoulder and barrels into the tunnel on the far right. 

Before the darkness closes in around us, I see Shosce and the abandoned guard clash with the decoys, unable to change direction quickly enough to follow me instead. Then we turn a corner and the light vanishes entirely. I beat feebly against my kidnapper’s back, but I might as well be pounding on a mountain. The hard muscle doesn’t yield and the kidnapper doesn’t slow, following a path only he can see.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask with all the indignity I can muster. Which isn’t much, seeing how every other step jams his shoulder into my stomach and knocks the breath out of me in a huff.  

“You don’t belong here,” he growls, having gotten the gist of the question anyway. 

That can’t be good. I highly doubt he plans to release me back into the wild. I rack my brain for a way out of this but am interrupted by a screeching sound. Something collides with my kidnapper in the darkness, knocking him sideways into the wall of the tunnel. 

My neck snaps to the side as he stumbles and the screech sounds again. This time, I wrap my arms around my head in anticipation. The second hit knocks him over backward and his hold on me loosens. I curl into a ball as we fall together, slamming into the gritty rock of the floor and sliding several feet before stopping.

I’m slow to respond to my sudden freedom. Everything hurts. I uncurl gingerly, wincing as bits of gravel cut into the bare skin of my hands and face. My kidnapper has no such limitations. I hear his bulk scurrying in the darkness and shove myself to my feet.

“Over here!” The voices aren’t calling to me. Pounding feet announce the arrival of reinforcements, and if any of them find me I’m a goner. 

One more screech and a burst of fiery light shows a bundle of brown feathers colliding with my kidnapper’s face. I don’t have time to ponder such a sight; the same light shows me a side tunnel I didn’t know was there, leading downward at a sharp angle and away from the rapidly approaching Fomorians.

I lurch toward the tunnel, leaving my kidnapper and his bizarre assailant behind. My weak ankle sends pains up my leg at the pace, but I grit my teeth and push on. As the light behind me goes out, I press my left hand to the wall and leave it there, running as quickly as I can in my new direction. 

This could be it. Can I actually find my way out of here?

When an iron hand closes around my arm, I snap backward and yelp. Another light flares up, this one attached to Shosce’s other hand. “Going somewhere?” she asks. They’re the first clear words I’ve heard from her, her usual dialect dropped from her voice.

I start shaking. “He—he—he took me. He said—he said—”

“Oh, enough.” Without loosening her hold, she hauls me back the way I came. I know when we pass the place my kidnapper was attacked by the blood and feathers littering the floor. 

“What was he going to do?” I can’t help asking.

“Defy the General.” The set of her jaw tells me I won’t get anything else from her. She marches me all the way back to the tunnel opening before releasing my arm. I never thought I’d be glad to see the stark, imposing fortress. The courtyard is uncharacteristically full and I automatically shrink against Shosce in the face of so many Fomorians. 

She grunts but doesn’t push me away. They’re not here for me, though.

Three Fomorians kneel on the ground. One of them has deep scratches across his face, marring his features beyond recognition. 

Halasuwa stands before the trio, axe in hand. Upon seeing me, he lifts his chin at Shosce, who lifts her chin back. I know what this is. I turn my head as Halasuwa raises his axe, but I can’t miss the thunk as the first of the traitors dies. 

In a rare gesture of mercy, Shosce doesn’t make me watch, steering me instead around to a side door. 

“Hold.” The voice has my head snapping up, a thousand memories of sunshine rushing through my mind. My spirit lifts like a leaf on the breeze, and I curse myself for having such a strong reaction. 

Caspian was my first confidante, my first friend in the alien Fae Realm. The atrocities he committed are unforgivable, and though my mind condemns him my soul still acknowledges the connection between us. I hate it.

“You have no place here.” Shosce rises to her full height and puts on her best scowl. 

“Do you think denying me is a good idea?”

“Say the words, then. General Halasuwa denied you access to the Queen. Tell me your status has changed.” The authority in Shosce’s voice has me scrambling. I assumed my nanny was some helpless peasant roped into a thankless task. Is it possible she’s somebody important? How did I miss that?

“The queen received ill attention from the General’s guests last night, and has had quite the misadventure at a traitor’s hands. She may have suffered in ways only detectable to another Fae.”

“See? You can’t do it. Fae can’t lie.” Shosce grunts to make her point. It’s a lesson I learned all too late. Fae tell a lot of untruths for being unable to lie, and Caspian is a master. “You need to leave.”

“Lady Shosce, I implore you. I have had no contact with the Queen since the conquest, as instructed. I acknowledge that my actions were questionable, and you have every right to question my—”

“You betrayed our people as only a Fae can—with subtlety, trickery, and deceit. I do not know why the General suffers you to live, let alone to have free reign in our very home, unless you have further beguiled him into once again trusting you. Your words may sway him, Fae, but they will not sway me. I have my orders, and I will not allow you to fraternize with our enemy.”

“Caspian is no loyal subject of mine.” All eyes turn to me as my voice breaks the tension. 

Caspian’s eyes meet mine, and I wipe all expression from my face. I keep my words low and quiet, making sure Shosce knows I’m not asserting any kind of authority. “He was always Halasuwa’s, and never mine. Even when it seemed like he might be. You can have him.” I turn bodily away to emphasize the point. No one tries to stop me as I cross the remaining distance to the fortress. I pull open the door and wait. Eventually Shosce catches up and takes me back upstairs in silence. 

Alone, a handful of tears trail down my cheeks. I believe every word I said. I still don’t understand everything that happened in the battle. It sure felt like Caspian was saving my life at the time, but maybe that was a carefully planned manipulation, too? Regardless of how everything ended, one truth is clear. Caspian is a liar, and I can’t trust him.

I feel the owl before I see it. As if summoned by my melancholy, it glides to a graceful perch on the edge of my windowsill and blinks its large eyes at me. For the first time, I’m not happy to see it. “What are you doing here?” I ask, throwing my hands up. “You’re not an accident. Owls don’t live underground. You’re here for me, I know it, but you never say anything.”

The great horned owl blinks again and hoots softly. 

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Are you a messenger? Did Hanathen send you? Someone else? Are you a sign? Please, just tell me. Tell me.”

My voice is starting to raise and I advance on the bird. As I get closer, I notice the bare spots along its back where the feathers have been ripped away and the tint of blood on the tips of its talons. “You? You attacked him? Why? Did you want me to escape? Is that it? If so, it wasn’t a very well-thought-out plan.” 

I take another step and the owl backs up and flaps its wings, ready to fly if I become a threat. “Is this really all that’s left? Am I going to rot away in this tower forever? I can’t do that, don’t you see?” My voice chokes up, the words sticking in my throat. “This is all my fault. I failed. I failed Hanathen, I failed the Fae. I have to fix it. I need to get out of here so I can put it right, but I don’t know how.”  

I lunge for the owl and it topples off the sill, taking flight as I reach for it. In only a few flaps, it’s already lost from view in the dark emptiness. I drop against the sill, whimpering, defeated. “What do you want from me?”
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Two exercise days in a row? I don’t question Shosce’s unexpected appearance, but I do follow her with apprehension across the hall and into the stairwell. Did someone hear me talking to the owl last night? Or do they think I was involved in my own kidnapping? My concerns are validated when we don’t go down the stairs. We go up.

I’ve never been up. Up consists of only four stairs, basically a bridge to the other side of the tower where a hatch opens out onto the roof of the fortress. Far from flat, this section is sharply pitched as it curves around the tower and extends to the rest of the structure. Shosce navigates the incline easily, her goat hooves making short work of the slippery stone. I scrabble after her, feet wide, hands out to catch myself if I fall. I slide my feet, too slowly for her taste, and she huffs impatiently every time I pause.

I finally make it to a broader expanse of roof and discover my guards didn’t follow us out here. A feeling of unease tingles over my back as I turn back to Shosce. Her face gives nothing away, but she obviously knows what I’m thinking. “There’s nowhere for you to go,” she says bluntly. 

While true, that same sentiment could be applied to any time I’m out of my room. There’s nowhere for me to go. Unless there is... Are there potential escape routes in my mundane activities that I simply haven’t noticed? The thought makes my pulse quicken. Maybe escape is more possible than I’ve previously believed.

Shosce hasn’t waited for me to muse these things out. I have to walk too fast to catch up with her or risk losing her in the dim light. It’s because of this dim light I don’t notice we’re not alone until a massive figure suddenly looms in front of us. He’s the largest Fomorian I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen my share. The distinctive curl of his horns and the slant to his shoulders courtesy of the limp I gave him are intimately familiar to me.  

“Thank you, Sister. You are dismissed.” 

My skin crawls at Halasuwa’s voice. No good can come of this clandestine meeting, away from prying eyes. He could probably chuck me over the side of the fortress without even exerting himself. For that matter, he wouldn’t have to drag me all the way up here just to kill me. My death would be celebrated in the halls below.

“Little queen.”

I don’t answer. He didn’t ask me a question, and there is no one here to perform for. Cold chills creep up my body from the stone beneath my feet, but I don’t dare move. 

“I am old, little queen. I warred against your people centuries before you were even born. I’ve seen my own race fall and built it again from the ashes. The days we spent suffering beneath this mountain felt interminable. You know all this. You feel all this. Your presence here represents the pinnacle of Fomorian might. Our ancient enemy has finally fallen, and my people are free to go about the world once more.”

I can’t help myself. Perhaps the seclusion makes me bolder. “Why are you telling me this?” Nothing about this conversation reflects the Halasuwa I know. He does not wax poetic. He does not show vulnerability. He does not speak to me without scorn and derision in his voice.

“When we thirsted for vengeance, we were united. For centuries, our one goal was the absolute destruction of the Fae. Now that you are destroyed, my people have begun to argue about what comes next.”

Ahh. My kidnapping yesterday is beginning to make more sense. “They’re dividing into factions. And some of them don’t want to follow you anymore.” I can’t quite keep the satisfaction out of my voice. Seeing the Fomorians tear themselves apart would be a beautiful kind of justice. Although, I’d rather be kept out of the middle of it.  

Halasuwa snarls but doesn’t contradict me. “I did not see how strong this spirit of rebellion was until yesterday. Executing my own warriors is not a task I enjoy. I will not be able to lead my people into the future by clinging to the past. And you are the ultimate reminder of the past. I thought your presence here would embolden my people, but I refuse to let you become the impetus for our division.” He levels his gaze at me and makes sure I meet his eyes before delivering the final blow. “Baark, the goblin ambassador, offered me a significant bounty for you. I told him I would consider it.”

My breath leaves me in a rush and my knees give out. Of all the scenarios I’ve envisioned, this one never even occurred to me. “Why are you telling me this?” I ask again, my voice now a whisper. I’m aware I’m repeating myself, but the answer to this question is vitally important. “I’ve done everything you’ve commanded. What more do you want from me?”

He sighs, deep and heavy, a sound encompassing the weight of centuries of leadership. “I wanted to say these things out loud to someone who doesn’t matter. Who is in no position to use them against me.”

“What if I tell someone?” My voice is back, now that I’ve gotten control over myself and I don’t seem to be in imminent danger of being sold. “Surely your people would view such an admission as weakness? Such information could be valuable to me.” 

He scoffs. “Who would believe you?”

That sounds more like the Halasuwa I know. 

“But just so you understand. Open your mouth and I will sell you to the goblins.” 

“You might do that anyway.”

“I might.”

A silent moment stretches, then Halasuwa walks away. Guess we’re done. He didn’t give me any instructions, but I assume Shosce will return to collect me. It’s not like I can go anywhere. 

I’m a little surprised Halasuwa fits up here on the roof. The cave ceiling is close, touching the roof in some places. I wouldn’t think his bulk would fit. As I ponder this, I move to where Halasuwa was standing, reaching up high to see if I can touch the ceiling, and I see it.

A pinprick of light. Pure, genuine light shining down from the ceiling above. It’s just out of reach, but when I hold out my hand a faint glow lights up the back of it.

“The moon is full tonight.”

To my credit I don’t scream. I’ve come to expect Caspian to suddenly appear out of nowhere. Not even he can distract me from the glorious miracle that is this dot of light. “This is moonlight?”

“Can’t you feel it?”

I can. How it reaches this far down I don’t know, but a tendril of warmth spreads over the back of my hand. I suck in a breath as tears of happiness spill down my cheeks. I’m touching moonlight.

My moment of rapture is short-lived as Caspian steps into view. I don’t retreat, and he stops a short distance away and stays uncharacteristically quiet.

I don’t speak either, and it takes a few moments to see what he’s trying to get me to notice. “Halasuwa was standing here. In the moonlight.”

“Yes.”

Moonlight shows things for what they are. It’s a truth long accepted by the Fae, and often used to our advantage. “He didn’t mean to tell me those things, did he?”

“I suspect not, though I am no longer in his counsels.”

“Why are you here, Caspian? What more can you do to me?”

He flinches. “I deserve that. I came not with flowery words, but a gift.” He holds out his hand, palm up. I have to step closer to see what’s inside. It’s a sliver of rock, jagged like it was broken off a larger piece, with a thin cord dangling from one end.

“What is it?” I ask, not touching it. Who knows what kind of trick this might be.

“Not enough,” he answers cryptically. He lifts the rock high and moves way too close into my personal space. I backpedal, but he doesn’t try anything, just touches the rock to the pinpoint of moonlight. It pulses, sending a blinding flash out into the darkness and instantly blinding me. When I recover, I can see the rock is now glowing brightly in Caspian’s palm.

“What did you do?” You can’t trust him. You can’t trust him! Yet I find myself reaching for the glowing rock anyway.

“I caught the moonlight in the clear quartz.” He says it like it’s a simple thing, like moonlight in the darkness isn’t the most incredible gift I’ve ever received. 

“You risked everything, for both of us, to catch moonlight for me?”

“Yes.”

A host of possibilities slams into my mind. Moonlight shows things for what they are. It will show me a way out of here.

“Yes, My Lady.” Of course he knows what I’m thinking. He always has. Even now I can’t hide my thoughts properly.

“Shosce.”

“What?”

But he’s already gone, melting away into the darkness as if he was never there at all. At the same time, I hear hoof beats behind me as Shosce approaches. I school my features quickly and turn away so she won’t read something on my face she shouldn’t. “So he didn’t kill you after all.” There’s no emotion in her voice to tell me how she feels about that.

“He threatened to sell me to the goblins.”

“Hmm.” 

“You’re his sister?” Somehow that tidbit survived after all of the revelations following it.

She doesn’t answer, just leads the way back across the roof. It doesn’t matter. My days here are officially numbered. Speaking of which...

My hand goes to the bump in my shirt where the moonlight quartz rests. Shosce said nothing about the flash of light, though she had to have been close enough to see it. How did it pass her notice? And how did Caspian capture the moonlight in the first place?

Fomorian magic. I’ve finally seen it at work, and it was nothing like I would have expected. That could be due to the user. I can’t see a full-blooded Fomorian having any desire to capture moonlight. 

It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. I’m finally leaving. And Caspian made it happen. My Lady? Is he my Caspian after all?
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I make my plans. I’ll escape on the night of the new moon, when the skies will be dark and there will be nothing to give me away. The moonlight in my quartz is all I need to find a route out of here. That gives me fifteen days. I trust the moonlight will show me the way, but how do I search without alerting the Fomorians? I puzzle on it until I’m too tired to think straight, then with regret I bury the moonlight inside my pillow and fall asleep.

The next morning, I burn my candle bright, to hopefully hide the moonlight from prying eyes. When I remove the quartz, I find it just as beautiful as I did last night. 

Don’t get lost in it, Eve. You have work to do. 

But how?

I stand in the middle of the room and hold the quartz in my palm, much like Caspian did. The moonlight disperses in a soft glow, lighting up the far edges of the room before disappearing into the cold, gray stone. Or ... not.

It’s an illusion. My room is an illusion. 

Well, yes and no. It physically exists, but it isn’t the inescapable prison I’ve believed it is. The stone-slab walls are nothing more than timber framing, not even mudded to seal the cracks. My ceiling is nonexistent, open to the cave ceiling overhead. My impenetrable door? Merely a heavy curtain. 

Halasuwa told me he built this tower for me to spend my days. I never questioned how they accomplished such a thing so quickly. They’re trusting the strength of Fomorian magic to keep me in here. I could walk out anytime.

I step forward to do just that, but quickly stop myself. I can’t. The second I do they’ll know I know, and I’ll lose my chance. Does Caspian know? He has to.

It burns me to sit in my room all day. Today is not an exercise day, which means no sign of Shosce. Just three scraps of food delivered at regular intervals without any personal interaction at all. As much as I try to see past it, without the moonlight, the illusion of my room persists. The heavy door stands firm, the walls remain unyielding gray stone, and I remain trapped. Unlike most days, though, I sit against the wall by the door instead of by the window. Even though it looks and feels like a door, I know it is only a curtain, so I strain my ears to see how much I can hear of the goings-on on the other side. 

The answer? Not much. I hear my meal delivery about two steps before the door opens, and I hear them huff in annoyance once their job is complete. What’s better, though, is I can hear my two guards talking to each other from each side of the hall. Not enough to make out their words, but enough to know they’re there and roughly where they’re standing. 

Eventually the fortress grows quiet, and the heaviness I associate with bedtime descends on the grounds. My restless body can’t take it anymore and I dig out my quartz, releasing the comforting glow of moonlight into my room. My eyes settle on the curtain and a dangerous level of curiosity rises inside. For too long I’ve been stripped of any kind of autonomy. It would be foolish to escape tonight ... but I can at least have a look around.

Adrenaline courses through my veins as I lay flat and snag the bottom corner of the curtain. Peeling it back, I can see my guards alert and attentive, standing just outside. That won’t do. I’ll never make it past them. My eyes drift upwards instead, lingering on the edge of the wall where the ceiling isn’t and the open space beyond. 

If I could just make it up there. 

With little furniture my options are limited, but the window may be my best bet. A quick glance out shows me a deserted courtyard and a very long way to fall. I grit my teeth and grip the sill anyway. The unsealed cracks in the wall provide my handholds, and even though my arms shake violently I manage to reach the top. Only to find myself straddling the wall on the opposite side of the tower from the main roof.

I didn’t think any of this through. I can’t linger here, though. Someone will eventually come outside, and the moonlight will draw their eyes to me like a beacon. I stuff the quartz inside the neckline of my shirt and begin the process of scooting around the edge of the tower until I can safely clamber onto the roof. Once I do, I promptly collapse, heaving in breaths and willing my traitorous body to be able to get up again. 

Splinters prickle my palms and fingers, but most are too tiny to dig out with my fingernails. I wince against the pain and force myself back to my feet. The door I came through yesterday with Shosce is close, and within minutes I’m back inside the fortress once more. I pass my own door quickly, descending one more level before chancing re-entry.  

This is stupid. This is stupid. This is stupid. 

Yet I feel alive for the first time in a very long time. If I’m caught I’ll be sold or killed for sure, but the rush of taking charge of my own life drowns out the consequences. I keep the moonlight hidden as I prowl through the empty upper halls of the fortress, peeking into dust-filled rooms and exploring forgotten corners. Even with the increase in their numbers, the Fomorian population is nowhere near as big as it once was. The main living quarters are located at an underground level, so these upper floors haven’t seen traffic in years, if not centuries. 

My legs ache but still I press on, my mind churning out possible escape scenarios. I locate five different staircases, some more obviously used than others. I had originally written off the tunnels, but now with the moonlight in my hand anything feels possible. Still, they’re complex and a total mystery, not to mention housing the bulk of the Fomorians living in Canowin Hollow. Any escape plan involving the tunnels requires me to either sneak past all of them or be able to outrun them. 

Is there another way out of Canowin Hollow that doesn’t use the tunnels? 

I don’t see how I could find the answer to that question without arousing suspicion.

I wander as long as I dare, avoiding any space that looks recently occupied, before deciding I need to head back. Intentionally locking myself back into my tower makes my heart hurt, but I soothe myself with the knowledge that this time it’s only temporary. I’m getting out of here. Just knowing that I can scale my room and access the roof makes my tower feel slightly less confining. 

Two hallways from my staircase I encounter my first Fomorians. They weren’t here when I passed this way the first time, and I duck through the first doorway I come to when I hear their voices. The voices don’t move, though, and I track them to an abandoned library where the weight of the books has crushed the
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