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To my parents, who gave me the chance I needed to become my most genuine self without judgement.
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aon - one

dà - two

tri - three

ceithir - four

còig - five

sia - six

seachd - seven

ochd - eight

naoi - nine

deich - ten

aon deug - eleven

dà dheug - twelve

buime - nurse, nanny, nursemaid

cella - the inner chamber of a temple

nóiméad - minute

orlach - one thumb length

troighid - one foot of distance

uairean, uair – hour
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It crawled up the walls. 

Shadowed claws intermingled with rotting flesh flexed and pulled its tiny, battered body ever upwards out of the pit. This was a thing composed of nothing, of having never known life, but still it moved with a will of its own, governed by laws of reality deemed impossible by mortals. For the first time, it learned how to think, to eat and absorb the surrounding darkness that clung and condensed its body into a more solid form. It filled in the spaces that, up until now, were ruled only by death and decay. This thing held no sense of the passage of time, since what care was it to that which lives forever? It simply moved unceasingly, digging fingers into stone; it was with the fully formed hands of a small child that it finally reached the top.
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The current Piuthar-Tri, Lady Mairead of Clan Anartes, was in deep conversation with Cernunnos when her daughter interrupted. It was already bad enough she had to draw back clan members to Fo Erkunia after losing three outposts near the surface, for the Piuthar-Aon to constantly try to pluck away the strongest remaining members of her clan for those fake Latobici—but now she must be reminded of another failure. 

Before her last consort had died, Mairead had not only given birth to Domhnall—who turned out to be a promising wizard—but hoped to repeat such a success when she later gave birth to twins. Alas, it became increasingly clear Isla lacked wits and Valan nigh physically disabled. If only she could combine the two together and get a half-decent sidhe.

“That is quite the accusation,” Mairead said, the tone of her voice pleasant, smooth, and not angry in the slightest. The perfect diplomat. Her appearance was typical of most of the Higher Court of Unseelie: dark skin which lacked the warm brown undertones of mortals, elaborately braided white hair that fell to her ankles when standing. Under the glow of will-o’-the-wisps, Mairead’s hair took on a green sheen that gave the impression of something metallic. Her eyes, edged at the corners with faint crow’s feet, were a bright green that gave off a matching glow on the rare occasion she let herself display emotion. At first glance, most found her a lovely, mature beauty, failing to notice that her fingers were a little too long and tipped with black nails shaped like the talons of a bird. The elaborate robes she wore hid most of her hands under layers of silken red, black and, between the two, a gray leathery material adorned with images of screaming faces.

Standing beside her as she sat on her throne, Cernunnos eyed the two of them, his silence revealing that he knew better than to insert himself into their conversation just yet. Her hall may have no longer been as elaborately gilded nor as full of powerful allies anymore, but not all power lay in what was obvious.

Isla smoothed down the front of her robes, clearly nervous, but the words tumbled out of her anyway.

“He’s been found sneaking one of the guards to bed—and to the baths—every night for a month now. A male guard. He thinks himself a female and lays with men, Mother. He needs to be reeducated.”

Beside Mairead, Cernunnos made a noise dangerously close to a snort. It was an odd sound that echoed around the chamber. Aside from the deep green carpet runner which led from Mairead’s black throne to a set of double doors made from shades of green glass, it was difficult to make out much more of the hall’s detail, as if the surrounding dark had a visible weight to it that refused to be easily seen through. The only light came from small will-o’-the-wisps that floated about on an invisible air current. A soft glow slowly pulsating from the small orbs revealed marbled walls at varying distances, making the geometry of the room constantly fluctuate from those brief glimpses.

“Is there something you’d like to add to this conversation, Cernunnos?” the Piuthar-Tri sighed.

“Oh, pardon; I’m imagining the spectacle of a future veiled one following around her brother for a month,” Cernunnos replied.

“Indeed.”

“I wasn’t the one who followed him around!” Isla said. “I merely hired someone to do so for me.”

“Completely believable!”

Mairead turned just enough to glare at the male fey for his outburst before focusing back on her daughter. “And you decided to come here alone, without this other person to help support your claims? Do you think me gullible, child?”

“O-of course not, Piuthar!”

“Stupid, perhaps?”

“No, not at all. If anything, I wish to learn from your genius,” Isla replied. “I want to make you proud!”

The praise did give Mairead pause, having her reevaluate this daughter. Isla was simple but earnest, and eager to further the Unseelie version of An Cleas, according to her spies. She was quite skilled at inflicting pain on others, truly showing promise in turning cruelty into an art.

The problem with Isla was that there wasn’t much else; she would never make a leader— just as well with so many older sisters—but she could make a decent tool. This young sidhe woman just needed to be cultivated carefully.

“There may come a day, especially if you continue to excel in your devotion to An Cailleach, that I will be proud of you,” Mairead allowed. “But bringing me mere words and not a single bit of proof will not do, child.”

Isla dropped to her knees. “I’m so sorry, Piuthar! I will try to do better!”

How did this girl come from me? Mairead wondered. I am indeed being punished for my past failures. It was the slightest of movements, but she did sense Cernunnos shift his weight, which for him was the equivalent of jumping up and down in glee.

“Yes, Cernunnos?” Mairead asked.

“If I may offer a suggestion—”

“Would it stop you from talking if I said ‘no’?”

“It is only the simplest, most humble of suggestions,” Cernunnos replied, his words not quite matching his tone of voice, just neutral enough that she couldn’t accuse him of sarcasm.

“I’m certain that it is.”

“To find out the truth, ought we to hear the boy’s side of the story? Perhaps even from this special guard of his.”

“I think you are enjoying this too much.”

Cernunnos pressed a hand over his heart as if wounded. “After all, isn’t the boy decrepit? How would he be able to fraternize for an entire month before collapsing into a pile of sticks? I must know his secret—it must make you curious, too. If there is the slightest bit of truth—”

“Oh, very well!” Mairead snapped. She hated that he was right; she was curious—though it had more to do with how Valan had managed to convince a warrior supposedly loyal to her to watch over her weakling son instead. If anything Isla said could be believed. “Let’s continue this little drama. It is not as if I have better things to do.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Valan sat in his favorite place—his room. Technically a noble, albeit the youngest male, his room was sparse but still a space he didn’t have to share with anyone. It wasn’t even located in a nicer place within Clan Anartes’ stronghold; the walls themselves comprised different stone materials, with one part looking especially roughly made. Another wall consisted entirely of shelves stuffed with books, papers, and musical instruments. The odd bleached bone here and there. A large closet and chest containing various clothes. In one corner, as if given a place of honor, stood a frame with the complete skeleton of a goblin; the bones still glowed faintly from the will-o’-the-wisp used on it the night before. Sometimes at parties, he wouldn’t just play music but make the skeleton dance and twirl in the ever-shifting glow of faerie. The macabre sight was very much appreciated by the other young sidhe.

Perhaps someday he’d be capable of animating more than one skeleton—two, no, even three!—but right now the challenge was to play a song on uilleann pipes that didn’t sound like he intended to put people to sleep. He felt ridiculous enough as it was sitting with such a large—large to him, anyway—musical instrument, but it did provide an excuse to sit down and rest, to better hide any exhaustion. He could not afford to be seen as weak.

Valan was still in the middle of a particularly difficult reel when he heard a loud knock on his bedroom door. He glanced over at Balfore, who had been leaning against the wall next to the door, and gave a small nod.

In response, Balfore gave a long, pointed yawn, indicating that the noble could answer his own door.

“Please,” Valan insisted. As a hint, he gestured at himself with the bagpipes still strapped across his body; by the time he moved the instrument aside and stood up…

“Fine, but only because you pay me—and if it stops you from playing that thing,” Balfore grumbled. Apparently, he wasn’t impressed by how uilleann pipes were meant to entertain people at parties, either. Perhaps they were considered lovely to any other race; however, the hearing of sidhe was different, not just in being able to detect sound from an increased distance but also in the amount of octaves registered. To a human, most of the music produced by the fey sounded like half of the song was missing.

Whoever was on the other side of the door didn’t wait for permission to enter. Just as Balfore moved, the door swung open. He was agile enough to avoid getting his toes clipped, but seeing Isla standing there was still a bit of a surprise. Balfore hastily bowed and Valan tried to do much the same over the side of his musical instrument. It also helped hide the look of irritation that crossed his face; Valan made a point of being around his twin as little as possible. Family gatherings being what they were, attending them wasn’t made easier by Isla’s clear animosity toward him. She, the blessed daughter, had no issue with demanding things of him while he had little choice but to obey. Among the Unseelie, males must never fail in paying respect to women. As far as Valan knew, things had always been this way, that he as a member of the weaker and more emotional gender needed to follow the orders of the women of his race. He had been assured, sometimes violently, that it was for his own good.

Isla looked around the room, especially toward the bed, as if she expected to see something there—does she know her motives are so obvious? Valan for not the first time wondered—but there was nothing unusual to see. Perhaps his bedding wasn’t completely smooth in one spot, but likely because he was sitting near it.

“The Piuthar-Tri wishes to speak to you—and him, now,” Isla proclaimed, brazenly pointing a finger at Balfore in disgust, as if to say, that thing.

The two male elves exchanged looks, but Valan responded. “It is an honor. We shall come at once.”

Balfore, due to his rank, wasn’t allowed to say anything, even to a not-quite-veiled one, without being granted permission first. He remained bowed. The level of deference she received, while appropriate, somehow managed to irritate her further. “Then hurry up!”


      [image: image-placeholder]Mairead never really bothered to spend time with her spawn while they were young, since they were of little use to her at that age. Since her last husband’s death, she wasn’t interested in seeking another consort either, simply preferring to order whomever caught her eye to her bed. There had even been a brief dalliance with that one while she was still with Torran, which she would just as soon forget about. A fairly easy task, since Isla looked nothing like him. Valan—much to Mairead’s annoyance—was starting to look like and take on some of his mannerisms.

When Valan entered and bowed before his mother, strands of his long, soft, ghostlike white hair escaped the folds of his cloak to fall across a thin shoulder. It framed his delicate, pretty face as if planned; there was no way to outright accuse him of that, as it appeared too natural looking. Still, the sweeping hair was too perfect, something she’d expect him to do. In that moment, Mairead understood why Isla hated her twin and so terribly wanted to break him.

Would his hair remain as soft when stained with blood? How easily could she destroy those fragile limbs? What would his screams sound like? That these thoughts had arisen unbidden in her mind soured her mood further. How Valan had managed to survive to his current age was a mystery to her. Perhaps Isla was even more incompetent than she had originally considered.

Behind her two kneeling children was the commoner Isla mentioned earlier, also on his knees and bowing even lower. Mairead spared her guard a cursory glance before focusing back on her children. The twins side by side made it all the more apparent how they were not identical. Isla did not have skin quite so dark or hair as pure white as Valan’s, but she was taller with a curvaceous figure mortal men often found too tempting to ignore—at their own peril, as she was more succubus than dark sidhe. The roots and tips of her knee-length hair were a faint green, reminding Mairead of another daughter who had recently died.

“You may look at me,” Mairead said. Isla and Valan did as she commanded, while the male commoner remained kneeling, though he didn’t keep his face lowered quite so much as before. This pleased her. Everyone was acting very well-behaved. Cernunnos, still standing somewhat near her throne, was even remarkably silent.

Now that made her suspicious. She turned to face him, even allowing herself to smile. Despite his split warrior’s kilt emphasizing his white-furred legs ending in cloven hooves, all the glint of his gem-encrusted torc, and the dramatic gold-tipped stag antlers on his head, Mairead assumed it greatly bothered Cernunnos that he was just barely more eye-catching than Valan, who only had to let down his hair.

Cernunnos, the Great White Stag; some mortals spent their entire lifetimes hoping to catch a mere glimpse of the elusive fey. Mairead expected to see Cernunnos scowl or show some other petty expression, but the male’s face remained carefully blank. Whatever he felt, he did not want it to be known, which was revealing in its own way.

Cernunnos, of course, noticed her looking and smiled, raising an eyebrow. “How old are they, my dear Piuthar?”

“Too old to be what you think they are,” Mairead replied, answering his unspoken question first. “Almost twenty, thereabouts.”

“My, how the time flies. Things blur together after a while. So easily we forget! A pity what happened to Torran: going mad and dying before meeting these two. Such similarities he would see! I wonder what he would think.”

“You almost sound sentimental. And old. It is unbecoming.”

“Now I am truly wounded.”

Lady Mairead waved a hand like she wished to shoo away a particularly annoying fly. Her two children did not understand much of the exchange, going by their expressions. Isla looked rapt, as if trying to absorb every word before it escaped out of her head; she really needed to learn how to control her emotions better. Valan just looked bored, his expression a bit too well-practiced. Mairead easily discerned it was nothing but a mask. These two were born minutes apart from each other, so why were they so different? It couldn’t mean—no, she dared not even think it.

“Isla has made quite the accusation against you, boy,” Mairead said. “What is it that you think you did wrong?”

“I would not dare to presume to know the thoughts of a female.” Valan pushed his errant strands of hair behind a delicately slender, pointed ear. The movement drew attention to the contrast between the soft white hair against pitch-black skin. His face remained neutral, but he wasn’t quite skilled enough to completely hide his nervousness. A faint trembling claimed his hands before he could steady them. He understood the trap Mairead had put him in.

“But you dare to refuse to answer your Piuthar,” Mairead said.

Valan knelt again, bowing lower than his guard had earlier. “If I have offended you, it was done unknowingly.” A perfect response.

Seeing him bowing down like that, Isla could barely contain herself, looking ready to kick him out of both glee and frustration. Mairead took in the emotions that flitted across her daughter’s face, especially the frustration there over Valan having managed to talk his way out of trouble. If Isla couldn’t provide proof of his misdeeds, then he couldn’t be blamed for not knowing what these faults were. Lashing out at him now would be a sign of her own weakness.

“Oh, get up! Truly, you males are a pathetic lot,” Mairead said. “I’m talking about my warrior, boy. How I am the one to assign him his duties—and I do not recall ever giving him the order to watch over you. Do you think yourself so grand as to usurp me?”

“I would never dare.” While Valan did stand, his shoulders remained hunched, his head hung low. “I hire him as a bodyguard only when he is off duty.”

Isla still appeared to struggle with the desire not to kick him. “That’s a lie! You two are always together! In the baths! Your room! You even share meals!”

Valan gave her a look of wide-eyed puzzlement. “I don’t know what you are talking about. The Slavemaster knows if Balfore has kept to his work schedule—you can ask him to see his records. You can trace the payments I made outside of that schedule. I apologize for presuming, but perhaps you mistook several of my friends for the same person? We males tend to look alike at a distance.”

Another well-crafted response. Mairead wondered how often he must have practiced it. Still, a fool of a girl Isla turned out to be; it wouldn’t do to let a male get away with proving her foolishness in front of a Piuthar. He had to know his place.

Cernunnos slowly clapped. “My dear lovely Isla! My, your diligence in keeping a sibling in line is truly remarkable—quite praiseworthy! He is completely cowed by your mere presence.”

Mairead side-eyed him. Is Cernunnos trying to help the boy?

“Under such constant oversight, it is truly no wonder that there is a betting pool over who is to take over Valan’s tutelage once he leaves for Crann Bethadh.”

“I’ve never heard of this ‘betting pool’,” Mairead said. “And I do not fully believe Crann Bethadh is the best fit for him. He could be just as useful seeking training within the royal harem.”

“And give up the chance to finally knock Rian Cavii down a peg or two?”

“Domhnall Anartes is already well on his way to surpassing Rian in magical prowess.”

Cernunnos lightly tapped a cloven foot against the black-and-gold marble floor in over-dramatic thought. “It’s true that this Valan boy doesn’t seem as magically talented as Domhnall, nor his father, but we both know there is more than one way to twist the knife.”

She understood his meaning immediately. Rian Cavii was another of those males known to be very vain about appearances, going so far as to carve out a body made of stone to inhabit in pursuit of perfection. It was insulting for him to have lived for so long without anyone managing to kill him.

Sidhe were nigh-immortal beings, but they could still be destroyed through the use of specific weapons or methods, which the Unseelie were fond of employing against their rivals. Outside of outright murder, one favorite method was to make the eternal lives of their enemies as miserable an experience as possible. So why not trot out an even prettier male in front Rian Cavii, keep him distracted and annoyed until Domhnall killed him? Then Clan Anartes, who provided two wizards proven greater than the old man and with the Anartes’s reputation for magical prestige, would become once again unchallenged by any other clan.

“Was Rian part of this…bet?” Mairead asked.

“Even better: he is not.”

Lady Mairead regarded this son of hers. Head still bowed, but she did not doubt he listened to every word—after all, his future was being discussed. Still, how did he manage to have his hair frame his face and figure so well? If this was a skill, it was not one easily learned—or even more horrible, a natural talent. Valan would do well by learning how to properly please the veiled ones, which could then be used as a bargaining tool with other Piuthar. There’d be no more talk of him possibly sleeping with men, either. Certainly, there were plenty of rumors of males turning to each other if no woman chose them, but it was never something done openly. She firmly believed that only a deviant male would readily prefer other men. Males served no other purpose but to please and obey women.

Nothing prevented Valan from attending Crann Bethadh and learning the finer arts of pleasing women, either. If he failed at one, there was always the other—if he didn’t die first. Isla remained too obsessed with him. Mairead knew at some point one of the twins would kill the other; if the surviving sibling turned out to be inferior, she’d have to remove that one as well. She doubted that trading the twins off to separate clans would do much to cool this rivalry. Neither was this a time for Clan Anartes to lose two children at once. Better to handle the rivalry now while things were still under her control.

“Isla, is a guard and a mercenary the same thing?” Mairead asked.

“Of course not, Piuthar.” Isla smiled after she spoke. Next to her, Valan remained still as a statue. The twins knew which one their mother sided with.

“To even try to pay off a guard to look after someone else—the sheer level of stupidity! A warrior of a clan is not some easily bought, goat-legged trash,” Mairead said. She felt Cernunnos bristle over that description. “It offends me that a mere male thought this to be acceptable. Valan, you are to report to Sabrene immediately for reeducation. Tell her exactly what you have done wrong.”

“Yes, Piuthar-Tri.”

“Piuthar,” Isla began in a voice that was perhaps a little too eager, “may I be the one to teach him? I’ve been practicing, and the other veiled ones say I’ve been doing well. I know how to break him to best serve you.”

Mairead considered this. The eagerness displayed, while admirable, also revealed the likelihood of her having to deal with a very dead boy. He could still be made useful. Isla was too untrained and lacked control over her emotions. Yet… “You may, but Sabrene will supervise you—you are not allowed to kill. And this will be it, Isla; you will no longer obsess over this male afterwards—it is embarrassing behavior for a future veiled one. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Piuthar.” Isla didn’t sound quite so eager.

“Good, now you will leave,” Mairead commanded. “And you: Balfore, was it? You are to return to the slave pens, but this time, you will stay in a cage. You should have known better; a warrior of my clan is loyal only to me.”

A shift in the walls followed her statement, one of shadow itself contorting and twisting along both sides of the Clan Anartes throne. Dark elf warriors stepped through the shifts in reality. Four guards quickly surrounded Balfore and dragged him away from Mairead’s sight. Isla was next to leave, practically skipping off, followed by a much slower-moving Valan. The image of Cernunnos wavered and then blinked out of existence, almost as if he had never really been there at all.
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The Anartes complex was a massive tower comprising two parts. From the outside, located in a dark cavern below the layer of earth upon which mortals tread, hung a gigantic stalactite that was mere  troighids away from joining with the floor to form a solid pillar. The partially exposed mycelium of a gigantic mushroom filled in the remaining gap. The mushroom’s stalk, which glowed a faint blue, branched out and wrapped around the almost-pillar as if it were a vine, dotted here and there with caps of a darker blue. The entire construction was technically hollow, with the highest, biggest mushroom caps serving as rooms for the more important members of Clan Anartes. The rest of the clan made do with windowless apartments formed of stone.

The inside of the complex did not match the outside. In some places of the world, the border between the material and ethereal was thin, which most fey used to cross into the Otherworld. This thin veil between states of existence made it easy for the sidhe to manipulate time and space near such locations. Thus, the far larger interiors featured plenty of balconies and walkways to allow easier flight to certain locations. It also possessed a grand spiral staircase which connected each floor to the next; however, it was rarely used since “falling accidents” were far too easy to stage.

Valan decided a falling accident would be a kinder experience than what awaited him, so he took the stairs in search of Sabrene. Instead of going up to the eldest daughter’s private quarters, he headed toward the breeding pens. This direction also gave him a secondary purpose. While his frail frame often made him seem like an easy target for assassination and walking up so many stairs practically left him comatose from exhaustion, Valan had discovered a solution. Through favors given here and there, he’d been able to enchant a few items that helped him function more like a sidhe his age should. A display of physical normalcy might help convince others he wasn’t quite the easy target after all.

Valan never spent any time with his second-eldest living sister, fairly certain she wasn’t even aware of his existence, but he did know enough about her rumored habits. Outside of her regular duties, Sabrene spent her time designing new chimera. Her best creations were turned to stone and used as decorations throughout the tower, enchanted to turn to flesh to attack intruders. Her most popular chimera was a mix of a haunted chest, a jellyfish, and a giant bat. Anartes’ youth would play a game called mhealladh, which took place in a room lined with identical containers such as large jars or chests. Most of the containers were traps filled with poisonous gas or spikes, but at least one possessed a magical item provided by the clan’s Archwizard. And, of course, another was the chimera.

This haunted container blended in with the others, but when opened, a giant mouth would suddenly burst forth with translucent, stinging tentacles. It could also sprout more tentacles underneath it to scuttle after its target on land or in the water; even worse, it could grow wings and fly. More than once, Valan had witnessed it eat an unlucky cousin.

The area reserved for Sabrene’s experiments was located right next to the torture chambers. There was a time when his older sister had used sidhe limbs in her creations until the Piuthar put a stop to it; such a terrible thing to waste so many Anartes males over something so trivial. If Sabrene wanted to use a male, she’d have to buy a slave from a seller in the city herself.

It reminded Valan that as soon as his punishment was over, he needed to set the wheels in motion to buy back Balfore before he ended up as an experiment. Despite what Lady Mairead claimed, Valan did see the warrior as loyal. It wouldn’t do to have rumors spread that anyone loyal to him ended up with a fate worse than death. He wouldn’t be able to directly buy Balfore himself, but he did know who could do so for him—something he had planned for a while but hoped to never actually follow through with.

He just needed to survive being tortured. Torture wasn’t something new to Valan; he could handle it as long as he kept in mind that the pain would eventually be over. The memories of Isla digging her nails into his neck or pulling on his hair, all the weird noises she made… The very thought still made his skin crawl. He tried to see the positive side: Isla wouldn’t dare defy their mother by torturing him again. This would be the last time. It had to be. It wouldn’t be long now before he was sent to Crann Bethadh. Afterwards…afterwards was a problem for another day. I’ve survived up ’til now, and I will continue to do so.

Sabrene’s laboratory comprised a round room with two parallel oval tables in the middle. Small, haphazard towers of jars and formaldehyde-smelling boxes leaned precariously against the walls, framing two partially open doors through which he saw rows of cages. The high ceiling was hidden from view by all the preserved body parts hanging from chains. Between the two tables, a ghoul stood frozen under the effects of a spell. Sabrene herself bent over one of the tables, which neatly displayed the dissected and broken remains of a tiny fairy, its carefully sawed-off limbs arranged nearby. The other table had the remains of a giant beetle, cut up just as cleanly, having been skinned for its natural armor.

If Valan were to guess, Sabrene wanted to improve the ghoul by giving it extra armor magically infused with crushed pieces of fairy, which would make it harder to kill. A useful experiment, but not her usual inspiring horror. The bodies were of creatures easily found in great numbers near the Otherworld, so repeating this process wouldn’t be difficult. Advance shock troops for Clan Anartes that Valan knew other families were undoubtedly looking to take advantage of.

“You wouldn’t happen to be willing to take on another apprentice?” Valan asked. He already knew the answer, but it never hurt to start off a conversation with implied praise. Despite Isla having run off to find their elder sister first, his twin had apparently chosen to look elsewhere. Enough time, he hoped, to spin things more in his favor.

Sabrene didn’t bother to stop sawing off the limb she was working on. “I already have four, male. The only way you are getting near me is if I decide to hang you with the rest.”

Valan had noticed earlier that several of the body parts hanging from the ceiling were male.

“I apologize. I’ve always been an admirer of your work.” Valan bowed. “The Piuthar-Tri has sent me to you for reeducation.”

“Another demand, is it?” Sabrene muttered. She finally set aside her saw, turning to face him. A look crossed her features, one he had seen often enough, before her expression became controlled emotionlessness: Oh, it’s the pretty one. “So, what did you do?”

“I paid a guard.”

“To…?”

“Guard.”

Sabrene didn’t bother hiding her next expression. Pure irritation darkened her face. “That’s it? My efforts are to be wasted on this? It’s bad enough that… Just go ask Kirwyn to whip you a few times.”

“Gladly, but the Piuthar wishes for Isla to do the actual whipping. You are wanted to supervise so things don’t get out of hand.”

“And where is she?”

“I don’t know. She was supposed to be looking for you.” Valan shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to wait.”

“Wait,” Sabrene repeated flatly. “I am to wait on her.”

Valan moved closer to the ghoul, making a show of studying it. Several beetle plates were already sewn onto the abdomen and over the heart, with other places marked for more covering. He knew the string she’d used consisted of finely crushed fey bone, spider’s web, and matter pulled across a veil from the Otherworld. Over time, the string became absorbed by the body, the parts fusing together. A method often used to fix up the undead as they started to fall apart.

Several magical runes were also carved into the armor, the handwriting reminding him of the clan’s Archwizard. “The stitching here differs from what was used on the goliath in the family dining room.”

“The goliath is made up of heavier parts. The flesh needs to be folded back and then double chain-stitched, otherwise it’d collapse under its own weight.”

“And this is catch stitch here?” Valan looked at her with wide, earnest eyes. Eagerness tugged at the corner of his mouth…and just as quickly, he looked away, suddenly shy. “I’m sorry for asking. You must be very busy. I don’t want to waste your time.”

“It’s already being wasted,” Sabrene replied. Her voice had lost its harsh edge from earlier. “And yes, that’s catch stitch. It works best on lighter material that is expected to shift on top of muscle. Was there…anything else you wanted to know?”

Valan turned his overly-earnest eyes toward her again. “I’ve always been fascinated by your skill in combining creatures made of gelatinous material. I didn’t even know such a thing was possible until I saw your creations. A chaos slime, floating giant’s eye, and a squid? Genius!”

“And the vocal cords of a surface cat,” Sabrene had to add. “I really should let that one run rampant more often. Its cries can’t be appreciated if it is always a statue.”

This time, Valan walked over to the table where she worked, coincidentally now closer to her. He moved a slender, delicate hand over one of the knives Sabrene had placed nearby, not quite touching but as if he badly wanted to. Several of her tools were still clean. “These scalpels here… Do you plan on creating something else soon?”

“Well…” Sabrene leaned closer to him, then flicked Valan in the middle of his forehead. Hard. “That’s not for you to know.”

“Ow.”

Alright, he had to admit at least to himself. I’ve been a bit too dramatic and heavy-handed, but I’m on a time limit here.

“Nice try.” Sabrene made a shooing gesture for him to get away from her table. “I can’t decide if it was brave or stupid of you to try to appeal to me—that certainly hasn’t happened in a while. You do know what I like to do to the males who displease me?”

“Yes, and I’d go with ‘brave’.”

Which, apparently, wasn’t the response she expected. Fear, more like. Fear was the normal, healthy response. She studied him as if he were a bug that had just started to wiggle unusually. Silently judging the value of his limbs and skin. “I might change my mind when I’m not so busy.”

“Yes, Sabrene.” Valan kept the disgust out of his voice, making it a point for her to hear the sound of her name coming from his mouth. Just look at how easily he obeyed. Valan didn’t really want to end up as a consort within his own family; this was more about trying to get her to like him enough so that she wouldn’t let his twin sister go overboard in “reeducating” him. As soon as this was over with, he planned to stay as far away from Sabrene as possible.

He decided to pretend to not see the slight twitch to her lips as she picked up the saw again with the intention of ignoring him. Saying her name like that really affected her. He doubted she ever had males willingly show interest in her. Who would want to risk being stitched up as part of her latest monster? But Sabrene was now the second-eldest daughter after Gwyndolin had died during the fall of one of the Clan Anartes outposts, which meant her influence over household politics was now worth a lot more. Aside from Nareena, she had the best chance of becoming the next Piuthar-Tri. Valan might be the first male to play nice, but he doubted he’d be the last.

To give her more space, Valan pretended to study all the jars and boxes, commenting here and there on some of the rarer specimens contained within. Conversation between the two of them remained light. Sabrene was in the middle of explaining to him the differences between a pooka and a changeling—important information, such as which produced the best excretions to disintegrate a body—by the time Isla finally appeared. His twin brought with her a large fold-up carrier full of tools meant for torture. Apparently she wasn’t just wandering lost and confused over where her oldest sister could be, but struggling to decide what to use on him.

Isla stopped several steps into the room once she noticed Valan was already there. “You! But—”

Valan bowed, hiding his grin. Did she really get lost? As if she honestly expected to have a chance to talk to their sister before he could after all her running around.

“Oh, Isla, there you are.” Sabrene didn’t look too pleased to have her lecture interrupted. “Well, let’s make this quick. We’ll have to finish our discussion on different slimes another time, Valan.”

“I look forward to it.”

“Q-quick?!” Isla all but screeched. “The Piuthar said I could do what I wanted with him! It will not be quick!”

“I am the one to determine what is and isn’t done, and I, you stupid, lazy little girl, have more compelling matters to attend to,” Sabrene said. “You’ve wasted enough time just getting here. Do not dare to disagree with me again: ten lashes. That’s it. And if you are going to whine about it, I have no issue with fixing your bad behavior. Know your place.”

“B-but I—”

Sabrene looked at her and Isla fell silent. Even his twin finally realized how bad of an idea it was to argue with a higher-ranking female. Valan struggled not to smile; it wasn’t often he got to watch Isla being admonished so blatantly. This might not become one of the most horrifying days of his existence after all.

“Now, follow,” Sabrene commanded. She led the way through one of the side doors and down a hallway lined with cages. Most of the cages were covered by thick sheets of spider webbing, making it difficult to see inside, but not all. Valan certainly heard the creatures moving in the cages: the occasional clawed foot scratching at the floor, the hissing, and soft weeping from some of the more humanoid captures. The three nobles passed a commoner male dangling a piece of meat over the top of one cage, just out of reach of something that shook the cage’s bars and growled hungrily. Valan tried not to stare too long at the fish gills attached to either side of his neck.

The hallway ended in a massive reinforced door, which marked one of the many entrances to the torture cells. Sabrene whispered a word and the door opened on its own, revealing another circular chamber, the walls flanked by small alcoves with chains attached to the stone. The floor sloped downwards into a spiral that led to even deeper depths. As Valan looked down the hole in the middle, he spied two clan guards patrolling along a path that went so deep into the earth that he couldn’t see the bottom even with his superior dark elven vision.

Rumors were rampant about the kinds of guests entertained in the more secure areas. Most of the interrogation spaces were empty, but Valen did recognize one of his nephews, Niall, asking someone else questions. The low hum of an activated glyph, one made to protect against eavesdroppers, prevented him from hearing the discussion. Each alcove was reinforced with such runes. Depending on the questioner’s desire, any sound produced would be amplified or obscured. Sometimes the screams of one prisoner were used to help convince the others to start talking. Other times, the torturer simply found the sounds pleasant.

“I want this one!” Isla eagerly rushed past her twin to stand closer to their sister, pointing at one of the nearest alcoves.

Why that one? Valan wondered. At a glance, all the cells appeared identical. Each were stocked with the same amount of chains, a stool, a small table for tools, and hooks attached to the wall above the table which held a few of the more basic torture instruments. As far as he could tell, the runes inscribed on the floor didn’t look any different; Isla wasn’t skilled enough to alter those, anyway. Still, he didn’t like it. Something was going on that he knew nothing about in a place where he held no power.

“Fine,” Sabrene said, “and we may as well make this educational. Valan, strip in front of the wall, there. Isla, I want to see how skilled you are at using a scourge. You will not embarrass me once you enter An Loch.”

This was always the worst part for Valan. Taking off his clothes meant removing all the magical protections and enhancements he used to feel normal. Removing his bracers made him slower and clumsier. Without his wide belt, his strength drained away, his bones turning brittle. His legs especially caused him the most trouble. While they looked normal, the simple act of walking convinced him that his muscles were somehow attached to his bones the wrong way, making every movement painful.

The removal of the silver earring studs and hoops meant the back of his throat started to itch, forcing him to hold back a cough—an old injury inflicted by Isla when they were younger, from the first time she had tried to strangle him. Only after summoning acid onto her face had she stopped. The buime1 in charge of them healed Isla, assuring her she wouldn’t develop any scarring, but placed a curse on Valan so that his throat could never fully heal as a reminder to never attack a female.

“Ugh, I’ll never get used to how disgusting he really is,” Isla said behind him once he’d fully undressed. “He’s pathetic. So weak.”

Valan ignored her. It wasn’t like these were things he hadn’t heard from her before. He looked up at the heavy lead manacles dangling from chains, each one inscribed with small symbols that prevented the wearer from using magic. Locking one around his own wrist was easy enough—and preferred, since sometimes he’d end up with a broken arm afterwards if put on too tightly by someone else—but securing the other one always required help of the usually unfriendly natured.

Sabrene grabbed his wrist as he was about to shackle himself. Valan didn’t dare try to pull away since it wouldn’t take much energy on her part to crush his wrist. Any show of resistance meant Bad Things for him.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Sabrene said. She twisted his arm to better expose the crease between his ulna and radius, digging her fingers into the space there before moving on to force his fingers apart. A feverish look entered her eyes as she stared at his fragile, slender bones there. “No— I have. These are like the little bones of a baby bat.”

Valan couldn’t bring himself to look at her. He fought to suppress the rising fear that she was going to break his fingers, one of the easiest places to damage that took the longest to recover from. Without his hands, he wouldn’t be able to play musical instruments and would struggle with the most basic forms of self-care; his life would effectively be over since far too many sidhe would see it as an opportune time to kill him, and there was nothing he could do to stop her.

Just focus on the wall in front of you, he told himself. It’ll hurt but only for a time, and then I can go back to him. This is only temporary. I can drink a couple healing vials hidden in the heels of my boots and see his face again. It’ll be over soon.

Sabrene finally stopped playing with him and shackled both of his wrists, standing back to rejoin Isla. “Show me how you were taught to hold the whip.”

“Like…this?”

“Very good. Now, you raise your arm back like so—no, not like that. You want to use the muscles in your upper arm and shoulders. It’s less tiring and you can do more damage. Try it.”

Just count the cracks in the walls. One, two…

“Not bad, but aim more for the upper back. If you let the barbs wrap around the front, you risk digging too deep and spilling the organs. Just imagine the travesty if he were mortal. Having your prisoner die too soon helps no one.”

…seven, eight. It doesn’t matter what happens to this body.

“And avoid the back of his head, girl. Do I have to hit you with it for you to understand? Now try again.”

What number was I on? It was… I better start over again. This isn’t me. I’m somewhere else.

“Again.”

This is temporary.

“And again.”

And one day…

“Once you start seeing the spine and back of the ribs, you need to adjust the angle of your swing. Otherwise the hooks will catch on the bone and possibly damage the lungs—even now the point is to punish. They can’t be punished if they die too quickly.”

“I understand, Sabrene.”

…and it may take years. Decades…

“Oh! You’ve learned quickly. That was perfect.”

…but I’ll make them pay.

“Again.”

He lost track again. The number of times the barbed hooks ripped away his flesh all just became pain. No, he was supposed to focus on the wall. Surely…it was ten by now. Who lost count first? If he could just…concentrate on the wall in front of him…

“There, that’s enough for now.”

“But this isn’t fair!” Isla pouted. “He is supposed to scream and cry and beg for me to stop. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go at all!”

Valan felt a trickle of blood slide down the corner of his mouth and drip off his chin. His bottom lip was a bloody mess from biting down so hard to keep from screaming. He struggled to keep his eyes open.

“Not everyone screams at first,” Sabrene said. “With more experience, you’ll come to understand that different prisoners have different breaking points. It’s important to learn their habits, their desires, what it is they think they cannot survive without, and use that against them.”

He could agree with that much, at least.

Sabrene walked up behind him and patted Valan on the top of his head like a well-behaved dog. “Don’t worry, beautiful boy. I’ll stitch you up.” She leaned in close to whisper into his ear. “And I know how to improve you.”

Valan’s eyes widened. I-Improve? What does she mean by that? She can’t be talking about…

He had seen the statues of what she made of other sidhe men. The things she turned them into. How could he have been so foolish? He should have done more research on her, not tried to get close and feign an interest in her. He’d assumed she wouldn’t be this impulsive. He was stupid. So stupid. Too wrapped up in avoiding Isla trying to kill him. He should have—

Sabrene ran her nails down the exposed parts of his spine. The pain was so excruciating that he couldn’t think of anything anymore.
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His eyelids felt heavy, gummy. Valan tried to scratch at the corner of his eyes with his hand but discovered he couldn’t move his limbs. Neither could he turn his head, locked in some sort of brace and forced to get a good view of all the body parts hanging from the ceiling. He could look down at himself just enough to see that he was still naked, strapped to one of the oval tables in Sabrene’s workspace. No sign of any of his clothing, either. 

“Lady Sabrene, he’s awake.”

The male commoner from earlier, the one with the gills, moved to block his view of the contents on the other oval table. Valan caught a quick glimpse of a massive black body covered in fur, something with claws and a snout.

“Oh, dear, I must have watered down my sleep concoction too much,” Sabrene said from elsewhere in the room. Valan was too groggy to tell exactly where. “I need more practice on delicate creatures. I have to be so very careful. Go tell Mabina to prepare that Seelie we captured, so I can practice more later.”

“At once, Lady Sabrene.” Her apprentice bowed and left, heading in the direction of the cages.

Valan hadn’t even realized he was struggling to rise from the table until Sabrene pushed his shoulders back down. Her face appeared above his, upside down. “It’s much easier to work on subjects under a stasis spell, but you’ve already undergone too much pain. It’s incredibly disappointing when I spend hours building something only for it to pull itself apart from the shock. Try not to wiggle; it’ll spoil my work.”

“It has occurred to me,” Valan began, his mind racing. Dredging up everything he’d ever heard about her and learned from his own interactions. “That as an admirer of your past creations, it’d be a shame for all of that to come to an end.”

Sabrene dug her nails into his shoulders. “‘An end’, you say? Really? You certainly can’t stop me.”

“And I normally wouldn’t want to—big admirer, after all. I heard that the Piuthar-Tri threatened you with punishment if you ever used a clan male in your experiments again.”

“You’re just the youngest male. She’ll come to forgive me.”

“Will she? Harming a noble without permission? Consider how she reacted when all I did was hire a guard. I’m about to be sent to Crann Bethadh. She has plans for me that are already set in motion, and,” Valan made it a point to really emphasize and, “even if you killed me to cover up what you do here, how are you going to explain why so few reinforced ghouls have been built since you’ve focused on me? I suppose you could always blame Isla for my death, but you were specifically put in charge of her—you’ll get blamed anyway.”

Sabrene scowled at him. “You talk too much.”

“I’m told it’s an inherited trait.”

Which clearly didn’t make much sense to his sister, going by the puzzled expression on her face. Due to her age, Valan guessed she’d known Mairead and the late Torran a lot longer than he had and neither one were known to talk overmuch. Naturally, he was lying in order to save himself, which would be to the surprise of no one, least of all Sabrene, since all dark elves were fond of trickery, but he knew he raised some concerns she needed to consider. Was she really willing to risk her ability to create new marvelous creatures over some male?

“I’ll make your improvements subtle,” she grudgingly allowed. “That way, everyone will be happy. Now stop distracting me.”

Valan had hoped for a better result, but before he could try to convince her further, Sabrene jammed a needle into the crook of his arm. He jolted from the stab, not able to brace himself for the pain and unable to get a single word out before his world turned dark.


      [image: image-placeholder]The upper floors of the Anartes complex were the most decorated and guarded. Bejeweled strands of frost overlaid the sweeping banisters lining the paths that appeared to float on the chilled spikes, leading to the bedrooms of the female members of the family. Azurite statues of creatures guarded the corners, coming to life on Lady Mairead’s whim. Arcane tapestries edged in silver and gleaming with faerie light decorated the walls. Males were not allowed there without express permission, and yet those paths were exactly where Cernunnos walked now. Even without anyone openly glaring at him, there was a sense of something watching that did not want him here.

Midway down an apparently empty walkway, Cernunnos abruptly stopped, stuck out the spear he held, and forced an invisible something to trip. That something landed with a light thump! and cursed at him, but he decided to ignore that part. He waggled a finger in admonishment at the unseen being sprawled on the floor.

“What you are about to do is very stupid,” Cernunnos said. “You’ll be caught and the wrath of this entire clan will fall upon both of you. Go back, brat. I’ll take care of things here.”

In response, Cernunnos got a dagger thrown at his head, which he batted aside easily enough with his spear.

“Get out of my way, old man.” The air wavered and revealed a lean, muscular male figure wearing tattered, blackened leather armor. The hood of his equally ragged cloak hid the details of the upper half of his face, with his nose and mouth concealed by a fraying, poorly knitted blue scarf. A very tacky scarf, by Cernunnos’ standards. He was bleeding in several places, having gotten into a few fights before reaching this point, by the look of things. The young man already had two more daggers out. The hard white glint in his gray eyes radiated immeasurable anger.

Cernunnos pointed his spear at him. “Brat, I’m trying to save you.”

“Nobody asked you to.”

Another attack, this time the brat moving even quicker with both knives. A green tint flashed along the edges of the blades, illuminated by the nearby faerie fire. Poisoned, Cernunnos noted as he parried both blades and gave the brat a shallow cut through the lightly armored left arm. He moved directly in front of the brat to keep him from easily running past him down the walkway…and was a little curious. Supposedly, this young man never had an instructor teach him to fight, and while he was not skilled enough to be a challenge for Cernunnos, he still possessed some talent. Especially for someone who wasn’t even six decades old yet. It was a shame Cernunnos couldn’t keep testing him, but this interruption had already gone on for too long.

He wasn’t sure what movement of his gave it away, the shift of his wrist or the slight change in balance to his stance, but the brat noticed; he dodged Cernunnos’s attempt to knock him out, backing away several steps and crouching low. His feet silently slid across the floor and then he leapt at Cernunnos. A very straight-forward attack Cernunnos had no trouble dealing with, though as he blocked, a weird, dark distortion appeared at the edges of his vision, and he could no longer focus on the person in front of him. His mind kept trying to reinterpret what he saw as not really being there. Just another empty shadow in his surroundings.

Now it was Cernunnos’s turn to step away. He glanced down at a jagged gash across his abdomen, the edges of the wound peeling back, painfully shedding layers of skin from the poison coursing through him. By the time he looked up again, the younger man was gone.


      [image: image-placeholder]Was my bed always this soft? Valan wondered sluggishly. And intricately patterned? He noticed the details now that he got one eye open. One eye, not two. Hesitantly, he reached up to touch the blind side of his face and felt a bandage that spanned his forehead down to part of his neck. He suddenly felt overwhelmed. What did she do to me? Why can’t I—

“Awake at…Bel’s ochd uairean,” somebody in the room said, marking down the time.

Valan jerked upright, a weight attached to his back lurching and throwing him off-balance. He reached out and grabbed the bedpost to keep himself sitting.

“Subject appears disoriented.” Sitting in a plush, high-backed chair next to a vanity sat a dark elf female scribbling notes in a book. Her garb was plain, stains of unknown substances here and there reminding him of what Sabrene’s gilled apprentice wore. Valan surmised this bedroom belonged to his sister.

“How long have I been unconscious?” Valan asked.

“Subject is capable of simple sentences,” the female apprentice said as she wrote more into her book.

“Answer my question!” Valan shouted. He moved to the edge of the bed, forcing himself to stand. His legs began to buckle, but he ignored the weakness. I will stand. Even if I must hold on to the bedpost to remain steady, but my body will obey me. Sabrene had her fun with her little experiments, but it did not change that he was still a clan noble. Some commoner did not get to treat him like he was nothing.

The apprentice pursed her lips, clearly wanting to say something sarcastic, but ultimately decided to keep the thought to herself. She bowed her head, if slightly, before answering his question. “You’ve been unconscious for nine days.”

Valan lost his grip on the bedpost and vomited on the floor. Once he started, he couldn’t get himself to stop dry heaving uncontrollably. The things attached to his back kept twitching in response. He must have misheard her. It couldn’t have been nine days. That was too long. Far too long to remain unawares in Sabrene’s bed and everything that implied. A cold sweat coated his body, and he realized he was covered in yellowing bruises he didn’t remember acquiring.

No—nothing had happened. He didn’t remember anything, so there was no point in assuming the worst. It didn’t matter.

What did matter was that nine days was the longest they’d been separated. All this time, he’s been alone out there. They didn’t find him…did they? If they found him, if anyone harmed Sorn while I’ve been stuck in here, I’ll…

Valan couldn’t let himself continue thinking like that. Of course his family hadn’t found Sorn; they’d both be dead already if that was the case. He wiped spittle off his chin and got back on his feet. Enough weakness. He just needed to solve one problem at a time. First, he needed to know how much damage had been done to his body.

The mirror above the vanity stretched nearly to the ceiling, with elaborate blackened silver and gold skull filigree covering half of it. Plenty of space remained for him to see the things attached to his back: wings. The black, leathery wings of a giant bat. The clawed tips of the wings curled a solid ten ordlach over the top of his head. Horrible. As if he really needed something that emphasized his ongoing issue with appearing frail. How was he expected to fit through narrow pathways with these things? What about this counted as “being subtle”?! He couldn’t wear a cloak over this. All of his clothing from now on would need to be custom made. His long hair was going to constantly get in the way every time they flapped. Flapped. He flapped now.

“I’m never going to be able to live this down,” Valan said. He needed to get these things cut off as soon as possible. As long as he had them, he couldn’t be seen in public and hope to retain a shred of dignity. Worse, he still didn’t know the extent of the damage done to his face.

Valan pulled off the bandage to reveal the mess underneath. His left eye was simply gone. Some sort of shiny black rubbery mass filled the socket where there once resided the elegant red of a normal Unseelie eye. He could still blink, but it felt wrong. An orb a lot less solid than it should be. At some point during his recovery, the substance had leaked out of his eye socket and burned swirling, mottled patterns along the left side of his face and neck.

Acid burns. She had ruined him. One of very few upsides of his physicality had been an attractive face, the symmetry inherent of dark elf nobility. Even if, say, Sabrene was so attracted to him that she never wanted to share, it was counterproductive to ruin his appearance. Physical flaws in sidhe nobility, especially damage like this, would be enough to strip him of his title. Up until this moment, Valan hadn’t considered himself a particularly vain person, but seeing what he looked like now filled him with despair.

“Why…?”

He didn’t expect an answer, but the female apprentice provided one anyway. “Lady Sabrene was inspired by your interest in slime, so she took part of an acid ooze and infused it with magic from across the veil to serve as an improved form of eyesight.”

“Improved.” Valan was beginning to hate that word. It sounded foul when he said it out loud.

“As you fly around, the processing power of your existing eyes wouldn’t be able to keep up with the movement, thus, you were given synesthesia. The new eye registers sound bouncing off of objects at great distances.” She flipped several pages in her book. “Past experiments with synesthesia have determined that it is not recommended to try to use both synesthesia and normal vision at the same time. Side effects include migraines, bleeding from the eyes and nose, vertigo, and inability to breathe. To relieve these conditions, it is recommended to remove the parts of the brain that process information for the eyes and replace them with an appropriate creature already adapted to synesthesia. Installing vocal cords and eardrums that better send and receive sound is also suggested.” She glared at him as if the incomplete experiment was all his fault. “This was not applied to you out of fear of going ‘too far’.”

“My apologies,” he snapped back.

Unbelievable. Complete insanity. This was them showing restraint. If they had it their way, he’d be hanging from the ceiling and eating insects. As soon as the opportunity presented itself, Valan was going to kill Sabrene and every apprentice who’d helped her.

He then had another sinking thought: he was no longer technically a full-blooded sidhe. His title, such as it was, could be stripped from him for being so heavily scarred, but animal parts from a lesser race meant he wouldn’t be able to continue calling himself a sidhe at all. He would join Balfore in the slave pens to become fine breeding stock for the other giant bats.

He needed to leave. Now. While he still could.

A pair of obsidian scissors inset with emeralds rested in a neat row with matching hair care tools on the vanity top. Valan grabbed them, spun around, and stabbed the apprentice through the left eye. She gasped in shock, dropping her book as she jerked away from him. Even with the element of surprise, he was annoyed that he almost missed hitting her from losing his grip on the scissors. He didn’t have enough strength in his hand to drive the blades deep enough into her brain to overwhelm her senses and render her unconscious.

As a sidhe, she permanently died only when hit with a “mortal” blow from a tool made of iron. Being reduced to a pile of ash or goo would technically work, but those methods took time. Usually when a sidhe wanted to kill another of their kind, a more efficient method was to slow them down with poison, remove their limbs, then take bets on whether the targeted sidhe could regenerate faster than fire or acid could damage them. Granted, using poison followed by acid or fire was becoming less popular in favor of simply tricking the enemy into teleporting into an active volcano.
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