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			Chapter 1

			Marin knew he had to choose—would he keep arguing with the cruel old two-headed cow, or would he be on time and hope Ilth didn’t punish him too severely? The very thought of being late made his heart thud. He’d never been late with his morning delivery before.

			His reflection stared back up at him from the bucket under Prunella’s udders, his dark eyes full of uncertainty. It was most definitely tea in the bucket, not coffee—and Prunella was supposed to be producing coffee today. Marin let go of her udder, watching the last few drops fall.

			“Come on, Prunella, she wants coffee this morning, not tea.” Marin patted her back, hoping he could coax her.

			The cow stomped her foot. Marin knew what that meant. Won’t.

			“She’s going to be furious if I bring her something else,” he said.

			Another stomp. She won’t have it.

			Marin sighed. It wasn’t any use arguing with Prunella when she was in a mood like this. And she had moods like this more and more frequently in her old age.

			“Why can’t you just produce coffee like Ilth wants?” he said.

			Prunella’s head that faced the southern side of the barn bleated. “Is she being difficult again?” she asked. 

			“Oh, stay out of this,” Prunella’s north-facing head snapped back.

			Now they would start arguing. Marin could handle Prunella when she didn’t talk, but her two heads always liked to start talking—arguing—at the worst times. This was so like her!

			Marin got to his feet and sidled over to the barn door. He looked out across the lawn. The orange glow of summer sunrise gilded the clouds on the horizon, bathing the fields in a warm haze. He couldn’t waste much more time.

			Maybe Ilth would forget she demanded coffee that morning. She’d been adamant, no doubt. But maybe by the time his wicked old mistress dressed and came down to the kitchen, she would forget.

			The harsh sound of her voice still stung in his ear, even though it had been a quarter hour since then. Marin had been coming from the chicken coop, collecting eggs that had been laid by the red chickens, and on his way to the barn.

			“Marin!” Her sharp voice came from above.

			He turned his sunburnt face up toward her, shaking his shaggy mess of brown hair out of his eyes. She leered down at him through the decaying frame of her upstairs bedroom window. 

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“I want coffee this morning,” she demanded. “Have Prunella milk coffee.”

			“As you say, ma’am.”

			The old hag grimaced down at him as if he’d said something offensive. It didn’t matter how respectful Marin was. She always grimaced and sneered. He straightened his shoulders, drawing his lean form up to his full height, hoping it made him look less pathetic. 

			“And make sure it’s hot this time,” she said. “It was tepid last time, and that’s putting it nicely.”

			“As you say, ma’am.”

			Ilth paused for a moment, maybe to come up with more cruel words she could say to him. Her pinprick black eyes narrowed, nearly getting lost in the sagging wrinkles of her face. Marin sometimes got the impression she must have been a great beauty when she was younger because of the proud and haughty way she carried herself. But if that were true—if she had ever indeed been a great beauty—it definitely had never been true in Marin’s lifetime. There was no sign of it now. The years had not treated Ilth kindly, and it sometimes seemed like her face and her mood were competing to see which of them could be uglier. As far as Marin was concerned, they both were winning.

			After staring at Marin for several seconds, long enough to wrinkle her nose in disgust, Ilth drew the shutters closed with a bang.

			Shaking off the memory, Marin turned back from the barn door and hurried to Prunella’s stall.

			“Please.” Begging wasn’t beneath him at this point. He sat himself on the stool beside her and looked her in the eye. “I’m not up for dealing with this today. I have to take her what she demanded. And I can’t be late. I can’t be!”

			The north-facing head bellowed. “Oh, don’t blame me,” the north head replied. “It’s not all my fault that I can’t produce coffee today. These udders are just as much hers as they are mine.” She tossed her head, glaring at south. “Or has the old nag forgotten?”

			The south head scoffed. “Maybe you should remember the same thing before you go calling me an old nag.”

			Marin stood again, his skin prickling with anger. “Both of you—stop it! This isn’t funny. This will be the third day in a row I’ve brought Ilth something other than what she wanted and she’s going to be angry.” His stomach twisted at the thought. He might be without meals for a week. He might even be beaten. He recoiled with the thought of Ilth’s cane striking his back over and over again.

			Prunella stopped bleating long enough to stare heatedly at him with both sets of mean, black eyes. “And you’ll be late,” she said. “Yes, you’ll be late if you stand here and argue. Take the tea and deliver it to her. It’s the only thing you’re going to get.”

			A gruff voice came from the back of the barn. “Just give the boy what Ilth asked for, Prunella.” Marin had practically forgotten Holdfast was still asleep in the hay, tucked away in the corner of the barn where morning’s light had not yet crept in. The old farm dog stretched and sauntered over. “He’s surely going to get the cane for this.”

			“Stay out of this,” both of Prunella’s heads chorused together, then erupted into laughter.

			Holdfast lowered himself down beside Marin and looked into the bucket under Prunella’s udders. “She’s never withheld this long before, has she?”

			“She always produces what Ilth asks for if you argue with her long enough. The last three mornings though…” Marin gestured at Prunella’s two heads, both of them still laughing at his expense.

			Holdfast nodded, understanding.

			“But no,” Marin continued. “Never this long.”

			Holdfast gave Marin a wink with one of his droopy eyes and nodded at the cow. “Want me to bite her for you?”

			“That won’t do any good. She’s dead inside.”

			The north head stopped laughing abruptly. “Well, it’s a lot better than being dead on the outside. Like your parents!”

			Prunella’s south head laughed even harder. “Ah, good one, dearie!” she said.

			Marin clenched his fists and got to his feet. “You two are a curse!” He lunged and grabbed the bucket from under her udders.

			“I can’t deal with this anymore,” he said to Holdfast through gritted teeth as he lifted the bucket and headed toward the door. “I’m late as it is. If I waste any more time, Ilth will already be down in the kitchen for breakfast by the time I get there.”

			But there was still time—there was still time if he hurried. There was.

			He rushed out the door of the barn, his lanky body moving with determined speed.

			“Good luck,” Holdfast called after him.

			Marin looked over his shoulder to nod. “I’ll need it!”

			He stepped out of the cool barn and into the misty warmth of dawn. The rising sun had crested the horizon, making the dewdrops on the grass sparkle.

			Yes, Marin definitely needed good luck. It had to be almost six o’clock, and Ilth’s strictest rule of all, the rule Marin never dared break, was that he make his delivery of milk and eggs before six o’clock. Then he had to be out of the kitchen and out of sight.

			The same rule went for delivering the crops and firewood in the evening—they were not to be delivered until after eight o’clock. Ilth had many times threatened to beat him bloody if he ever broke the rule.

			“I don’t want you around the house when I’m present, and I don’t want your smell lingering around my kitchen either. You’ll make your deliveries before I come downstairs and after I’ve gone to bed.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“If you can’t follow that rule, boy, you’ll wish you’d never been born. After I’m done wearing my hand out on you, you’ll be without supper for a week.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Don’t think I am joking. Do you want to test me, boy?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			And that was the truth. Marin never wanted to test Ilth, no matter what. He would keep to the fields and stables where he belonged. He would do as he was told, wouldn’t disobey, wouldn’t suffer the witch’s wrath. She might beat him, starve him, even send him away to fend for himself. Or worse…if she were especially angry, she might turn him into a toad or a rat or a stone statue.

			Maybe I shouldn’t have spent that much time arguing with Prunella, he thought. But he had been so scared about being punished for bringing tea instead of coffee—and now he was going to be punished for being late. Either way, he lost. No matter what he did, he failed.

			He hurried his way up the sloping lawn toward the ramshackle cottage. He hated the sight of the house with its boarded-up windows, its decaying shingles, its mossy roof. The fields might have been where he always had hard work to do, but at least when he was out there, he was alone. When he was out there, he didn’t have to deal with Ilth.

			How he hated her! 

			“You’re lucky I tolerate you,” she often told him. “An insolent, lazy, good-for-nothing servant boy like you. I wonder how I got so unlucky as to have you for a farmhand.”

			Marin had often wondered that same thing. Whatever had happened to his parents or his family, he had no idea. How he came to be enslaved to Ilth—a reclusive old woman who may or may not have practiced witchcraft—he didn’t dare ask. He didn’t expect he would get much of a truthful answer even if he did.

			This was his life. He knew he should be grateful to have a roof over his head and food to eat. It could have been a lot worse for an orphan like him.

			Halfway up the sloping lawn on his way to the house, Marin stopped. A pair of newts lay on a nearby rock, warming themselves in the morning sunlight. “You better make yourselves scarce,” Marin said. “If Ilth comes out in the yard and sees you, she’ll be hell-bent on catching you and using you in one of her potions.”

			The newts looked up at him, blinking their large eyes in unison. “Thank you, Marin,” one of them said.

			“Yes, thank you,” said the other.

			“Go on,” Marin said. “Go.”

			The newts slithered down from the rock and disappeared into a patch of ivy.

			Marin rolled his eyes. “I wish I could run away that easily.”

			He strengthened his grip on the bucket handle in his right hand and the basket in his left, then continued walking, dreading the confrontation he was likely to have with Ilth.

			Holdfast was right. Marin probably would get the cane for bringing tea when Ilth demanded coffee, and for bringing the wrong thing three days in a row. Two days ago, Ilth had asked for tea, and Prunella had produced coffee. Yesterday, Ilth had asked for cider, and Prunella had milked juice.

			And if he were late? He didn’t even want to think about that.

			It wasn’t the pain of the beatings he hated so much. He’d gotten used to that a long time ago, accepted that it was only temporary. It was the sense of shame he hated. He was no longer a little boy and was nearly a man grown—seventeen years old—and it degraded him every time the gnarled old woman put a cane to his back for offending her in some minor, stupid, little way.

			“You wretched brat,” she always said. “Worthless! Insolent! No wonder your parents died. They must have been so ashamed of you.”

			That was how it had been his whole life. And that was how it was going to be for all the years ahead of him. Only Marin, his chores, and his feelings of worthlessness.

			Legends and ballads often told of orphans who grew up as insignificant little nobodies but went on to prove themselves worthy heroes. They became kings and warriors, respected and admired by all. It was too much to expect anything like that to happen to him, Marin knew. This was real life, and real life wasn’t like epic legends and ballads.

			But still—one could dream, right?

			He reached the porch leading to the kitchen door and wiped his feet on the calfskin mat. It wouldn’t help him any if he tracked mud and dirt into the kitchen. Pressing his ear up against the door, he listened for any sounds within. Quiet. Ilth must not have been downstairs yet. He wasn’t late. He could still slip in and drop off his delivery.

			He became suddenly aware of how hard his heart was pounding. So much stress, and it wasn’t yet much past dawn. He set the basket and bucket down, wiped the sweat from his palms on his trousers, and took a moment to adjust the sleeves of his tunic to cover the birthmark on his inner forearm. (“Keep that hideous birthmark covered up,” Ilth always told him. “I don’t want to see it, not now and not ever—do you understand?”) 

			He ran a hand over his sharp jawline, his callused fingers feeling a trace of stubble. He had not shaved this week, but there wasn’t much he could do about that now.

			When he looked presentable, he lifted the latch.

			The door creaked open, revealing a motionless kitchen steeped in shadow. Only a thin stream of light came from the boarded-up window across the room. The potbelly stove, butcher’s block, cupboards, and wash basin were silhouettes among the dreariness.

			Marin picked up the basket and bucket, tiptoeing over the threshold. His nerves tingled with the thought that he was so, so, so lucky he wasn’t late.

			As if prompted by this thought, the sound of the Bluniawood cuckoo clock in the hall chimed. Six o’clock! His presence was formally no longer welcome in the kitchen—nay, it was no longer allowed. If he made himself scarce, Ilth might be lenient about the tea.

			Spurred by the sound of the clock, he dashed across the room toward the table and set the bucket and basket down.

			The sixth chime sounded, leaving nothing but overwhelming silence. Marin wheeled around and darted back toward the door.

			And then the silence was broken—footsteps in the hallway, coming closer. Marin’s stomach lurched. Ilth, only seconds away from catching him in the kitchen.

			He had barely reached the threshold to the porch when the hallway door swung open. Ilth would surely beat him for this.

			He whirled around toward the door.

			But it wasn’t Ilth standing in the entry to the hall.

			Instead of a scowling old hag, there stood a boy about his own age.

			Marin froze.

			The other boy looked back at him, the expression on his face one of dumbfounded amazement.

			Before Marin could say anything, Ilth’s voice came from down the hall. “Aster! What’s wrong with you, boy?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			Still trying to gain his composure, the other boy stammered. “Huh?” He never took his eyes off Marin and the shock never left his face.

			Ilth’s voice came again. “What’s the matter, Aster?” 

			The boy—Aster, his name was—shook off his amazement. “Nothing,” he called over his shoulder to Ilth. “It’s just…I’m just tired. I’ve got work to do and I’m trying to decide what to do first.”

			Aster met Marin’s eyes with a pleading expression and nodded subtly toward the porch door. A warning to leave.

			Ilth barked again from the hall. “Well, think while you move, lazy thing! I don’t need you to take all morning to make my breakfast.”

			The chance for escape wouldn’t last long. Marin tiptoed over the threshold, then turned back. “Thank you,” he mouthed.

			The boy responded with another subtle nod. He ran his hand across his tunic, straightening his belt, as if readying for work.

			With a deep sigh, Marin pulled the door behind him, dropped the latch, and ran. He didn’t even realize he was running until he collapsed on his knees at the edge of the cornfield.

			Another servant! There was another servant living inside the house! And Marin had never known about him.

			Why? Why hadn’t Ilth ever mentioned there was another servant working inside the house? 

			This explained a lot—why he had never been allowed inside, why he had to make his deliveries at certain times. Why every window to the decrepit shack was boarded up. How could Ilth hide something like this from him all these years?

			“What in the cursed underworld?” he swore.

			He climbed to his feet, taking a moment to steady himself. One deep breath, then another, then another, and his raging heartbeat slowed a little. Across the fields in front of him, flecks of gold gleamed on the cornstalks from the rising sun in the sky.

			You’ve got work to do, he thought. Work won’t wait simply because of…because of all this. If he didn’t do his chores, then Ilth might suspect something. Bitterly, he trudged toward his shed to fetch his scythe, then made his way to the wheat field.

			Questions raged through his head. Who was this other servant? Why would Ilth keep such a secret? Sweat dribbled down his brow, his entire body shaking as he slashed at the wheat over and over again with his scythe. Realizing how aggressively he was working, spurred by the questions racing through his head, he stopped to catch his breath.

			He rolled up his sleeve and glanced at the birthmark on his inner forearm. It was a small diamond-shaped mole just above his wrist. Could it be that Ilth found the birthmark so offensive because it would make him recognizable to a long-lost family he knew nothing about? The thought had never occurred to him before. Maybe she didn’t want him to know. But why?

			He spent the morning reaping wheat, which he carried to the mill on the edge of the yard, then tended to the vegetables, and chopped wood in the afternoon. By the time evening set in, he had exhausted himself too much to still be angry about the morning’s discoveries. Anger and shock had given way to something not unlike acceptance.

			He couldn’t confront Ilth about this. He didn’t dare. But maybe, he thought, there’s a way I can talk to this other servant. Find out who he is. Another servant on the farm meant Marin was no longer alone.

			So, why did he feel lonelier now than he ever had before?

			As the sun set over the forest beyond the farm, he pushed the heavy wheelbarrow full of firewood and freshly picked vegetables toward the house. Parking the wheelbarrow on the porch, he unlatched the door to the kitchen and went inside.

			The kitchen looked the way it always did in the evening. Empty, with the swept floor and dying embers in the fireplace, the clean cooking tools hanging from pegs on the wall, the table and butcher’s block still gleaming with a trace of wetness from being scrubbed down. Scrubbed down by the other servant, Marin thought.

			The stillness had an eerie quality it never did before. He turned back to grab his basket of vegetables off the wheelbarrow. Creak went the floorboard just beyond the threshold. He’d heard it creak a thousand times, but it creaked so much louder now. The sound filled the emptiness of the dark kitchen.

			After the vegetables, Marin set two logs on the hearth beside the fireplace, where Ilth’s cauldron hung. There was still one log left from yesterday’s delivery, and the rest he would stack on the woodpile in the garden.

			He turned to go. Halfway across the kitchen, an ever so slight creak stopped him. He turned toward the corner of the kitchen where it had come from.

			The door to the cellar stood ajar, nothing visible in the shadows just beyond the jamb. Had the door been open when he came in?

			Marin paused. No, that door was closed when I came in. I would have noticed if it had been open.

			He had a suspicion—a very strong suspicion—that somebody might have been standing a few feet down the cellar steps, hidden in shadow, watching him.

			His urge to whisper, “Hello?” was so strong. But he caught his voice as he drew breath to speak. He couldn’t. If Ilth came in—if she caught him—

			He gulped. No, for all he knew, the door had been open the whole time.

			Giving one last look at the empty, quiet kitchen, he stepped out to the porch and pulled the door closed behind him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 

			After Marin stacked the rest of the logs on the woodpile, he parked the wheelbarrow in its usual place in the lean-to around the side of the house and made his way across the lawn to his shed.

			Night had fallen, and the stars shone bright. Even on the worst of days, even when the work was its hardest or Ilth had been especially cruel to him, Marin loved the simple joy of twilight in early summer, when he could walk back to his shed, smelling the grass and earth, listening to the crickets chirping and frogs croaking. None of it gave him any comfort tonight.

			His little shed awaited him. He stepped inside and pushed the windows open to let in the cool evening air, then went around and lit each of the lanterns to fill the place with a comfortable orange glow. He flopped down on his bed of straw and stared at the ceiling. “Why?” Saying it out loud took some of the weight off him. “Why did I never know?”

			Quiet down. Holdfast might hear you talking to yourself. He went to the window and looked around. No sign of the old barn dog anywhere.

			Turning away, he crossed to what he often called his “belongings.” They weren’t much to brag about, but it wasn’t as if he had anyone to show them off to, living out here in the shed the way he did. His belongings were castaway items and pieces of junk that he had collected over the years. Ilth never deigned to give him anything of his own, and there wasn’t much room to keep very many worldly possessions. But every so often, usually in the spring, she would leave a crate of books and knickknacks and other oddities on the front porch and tell him to take them out to the roadside for any passing caravans to salvage and carry off with them. Marin had always done as told, but not before choosing items from among Ilth’s throwaways to keep for himself.

			So his modest pile of belongings had come to be one of his few joys in life. He picked up a book and carried it back to his hay bed for some reading. It didn’t matter what book it was, only one that he had never read before. Maybe it would take him away from all the thoughts racing through his head.

			Ilth often said books were trash and a waste of time. That was part of the reason Marin liked to read so much, poring over book after book from a young age, trying to learn as much as he could about the world beyond Ilth’s farm. History and theology and philosophy. Stories of brave adventurers and wonderful romances. It seemed to him that there was a very exciting world out there beyond Ilth’s farm. Not that he would ever get the chance to explore it.

			The sound of approaching footsteps drew his attention. He perked up, staring at the door of his shed. Somebody was right outside. His skin prickled.

			For a second, everything was still. He held his breath, waiting. Then the door to the shed creaked open.

			Standing just outside, barely illuminated by the light of the full moon overhead, stood the other servant. Aster.

			Eyes wide, the boy stared at Marin with nervous apprehension. “Hello.”

			Marin struggled to find his voice. “Hello.” 

			But if the apprehensive look on Aster’s face gave any indication, Aster felt as confused and self-conscious as Marin did. He shifted nervously from one foot to the other, then looked over his shoulder at the wide expanse of shadowy yard behind him.

			“Are you…Ilth’s servant?” Marin asked. The boy had the same lanky frame as he, though slightly smaller, his skin fairer. His brown hair had the same unruly shagginess as his.

			“Aye,” the other servant said. “Are you?”

			“Aye. I’m her farm boy.” It was awkward calling himself a boy when he was nearly a man.

			“I’m her kitchen boy,” Aster replied.

			Marin nodded. “What’s your name?” He already knew it, but this was the polite thing to ask.

			“Aster. What’s yours?”

			“Marin.”

			Crickets chirped outside the shed. Marin shook his head, remembering himself. “Won’t you come in?” he said. He stood, trying to appear welcoming. It was all so strange. He’d never had visitors out in his shed before. Even Ilth never came out to visit him in his shed. It wasn’t a comfortable place, yet here he was, trying to receive a guest.

			How pathetic his little home must have looked, with its pile of straw for a bed and all his shabby belongings piled in the corner. “I know it isn’t much,” he said.

			Aster came over the threshold and looked around with a friendly expression. “No, no, it’s right fine.” He shrugged. “I sleep in the garret.”

			Marin couldn’t decide whether that made him feel better or worse. Aster must not have had a much better life than Marin himself did—and Marin knew how bad that was.

			“Are there more of you inside?” Marin asked.

			“No, only me.” Aster sat himself down on the milking stool up against the wall. “Why? There aren’t more of you out here, are there?”

			“No, only me. I tend the fields and livestock by myself.”

			Aster nodded. “I take care of the house all by myself. By the way, I’m sorry I didn’t say anything when you were making your delivery tonight.”

			Marin struggled to hold back a laugh. “I had a feeling you were there. On the stairs to the cellar, right?”

			“Aye!” Aster started to laugh too. The sound of his laughter lifted Marin’s spirits.

			“I’m sorry,” Aster continued. “But I was so shocked when I first saw you this morning. I almost couldn’t believe it. That is, it didn’t seem real. But when I saw you come back to the kitchen in the evening, I knew for sure I didn’t simply make it all up in my mind.” He paused. “I couldn’t say anything to you then, or Ilth might have heard me. Then she likely would have beaten us both.”

			That was no exaggeration, Marin knew. “So, she’s awful to you too, huh?”

			“I hate her.”

			Marin reclined back, looking Aster up and down. His clothes were tattered and ragged, but they had none of the soil of field work that Marin’s tunic and breeches had.

			“How did you come to work here?” he asked.

			“To be her servant, you mean?” Aster replied. He flashed Marin a wry expression. Aster didn’t seem like someone who was going to hold back the truth about anything. “I have no idea. Trust me, it wouldn’t have been my choice.” He stood and paced across the barn, taking in the sight of all of it. It was funny to think he had never been outside in his whole life, just as Marin had never really been inside anywhere except for a shed or barn.

			“Same with me, I guess,” Marin said. “I’ve been here as long as I can remember.”

			Silence hung between them. It was comfortable. It was enough merely being around someone else who understood.

			Marin cleared his throat. “Would you like to play a game of cards?”

			“That would be great.”

			Marin crawled over to his belongings and pulled out the old tin where he kept his rumpled deck of playing cards. Then the realization hit him. “I…I only know games for one player. Not two.”

			Aster smiled and shrugged. “That’s fine. We’ll just talk. I didn’t come out here for anything special.”

			“All right.”

			Marin put the cards back down among his belongings and sat down on his pile of straw. “Sorry, I’m still a little confused and surprised by all this.”

			“It’s all right. So am I.”

			“I had no idea there was another servant.”

			“Neither did I.”

			“I mean, I always wondered…”

			“Did you?”

			“Well, I knew there was no way that Ilth was doing everything herself.”

			Aster grinned at that. “No, of course not.”

			“Did you ever wonder where the firewood came from? Or who picked the crops out in the field and delivered them to the kitchen?”

			“No. I guess I accepted it as normal because that’s the way it had always been.”

			Marin nodded. There were certain things he himself took for granted because Ilth and the farm had been all he had ever known. What else had he taken for granted about the world?

			His stomach rumbled. “Would you like some fruit?” He reached for a basket full of berries he collected that afternoon.

			“Aye, please.”

			Marin handed the basket to Aster. It felt good to have someone to share with. Someone to talk to.

			The hours pressed on, and their conversation flowed more easily. The two of them detailed their daily chores, exchanged stories about their childhoods in servitude, anguished over the awful punishments Ilth inflicted on them. When they laughed, it was shared laughter; when they complained, they united in each other’s angst.

			By the time their conversation lulled, it was past midnight. “I should probably go,” Aster said, staring at the fire. “It’s getting late.”

			Marin nodded. “It is.” He knew he had to sleep at some point, but this—this had been good. This had been a reprieve from drudgery and degradation. It was the one time he wasn’t miserable.

			Aster stood and headed toward the door to the shed. “Will you be all right getting your chores done tomorrow?”

			Marin shrugged. “I think so. I might be a little tired. You?”

			“Oh, I’ll be fine. I’m sorry I kept you up so late.”

			“No, no, don’t be sorry. I’m glad you came out to visit.” Marin stood. It seemed the polite thing to do when he was seeing a guest out. Not that he had any way of knowing proper manners except for what he read about in books. “Will you be safe sneaking back into the house?”

			“Aye, not to worry.” Aster looked out the door and gazed up at the house. It was all in shadows, not a single light coming from any of its boarded-up windows. “Once Ilth passes out for the night, there’s no waking her. You can hear her snores echoing through the whole house.”

			“Ha!” Marin could only imagine. “Do you…do you want to come visit tomorrow night?” As soon as he asked it, he realized how stupid a question it was. Two late nights in a row would be bad for them. But still, Marin wanted to do this again. He needed to do this again.

			“Of course,” Aster said. “When Ilth is asleep, I’ll come back out. It’s all right that we visit here, isn’t it? I would invite you up to the house, but—”

			“But it would be too risky,” Marin said quickly. “Out here is fine.”

			“Well, then. Goodnight.”

			“Goodnight.”

			Aster slipped through the door. Marin watched him go up the sloping lawn toward the house, his shadowy form gradually disappearing more and more into the dark until he vanished completely.

			For a brief moment, Marin’s skin prickled with the thought that Ilth would be waiting up for Aster when he came back through the door into the house.

			She might catch him, and then they both would be in dire trouble.

			This is risky, what we’re doing, Marin thought. It was nice to have a friend, but still…

			Marin crossed to his straw bed and lay down, his stomach all tied up in knots.

			Was it worth it though? For the first time in his life, he wasn’t going to sleep in despair. His entire existence wasn’t all work and hopelessness and abuse. He had a friend.

			And maybe—maybe—there was hope that things were going to be different.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Moonlight streamed through the gossamer silk draperies as Tsema stirred from sleep. The prophetess drew herself up and climbed from the gold cot, smoothing the wrinkles in her white robe as she reflected on the vision that had woken her. The boys had met—they’d been reunited. After so many years.

			Tsema strode to the table and lit the oil lamp. “Zareen!”

			It took only a moment for her handmaiden to appear at the entryway, emerging from the night outside as she pushed her way through the silk hangings. The girl had a graceful, ethereal quality to the way she moved, her tall, lithe body seeming to walk on air. “You called, my lady?” She glanced at the disturbed blankets and pillows on the cot. “What is it that rouses you?”

			Tsema sat triumphantly in her chair. “The boys. They have met one another.”

			Zareen hesitated, then arched an eyebrow in surprise. “You don’t mean—”

			“I do.” Tsema smiled as she reached for a crystal decanter of summer wine and poured herself a glass. “And now I wonder what this means for the kingdoms of Grythium and Blunia.” She said this half to herself, half to her handmaiden.

			“I imagine it is a blessing, is it not?” her handmaiden said. “This promises of greatness and glory.”

			Tsema raised her glass to her lips and took in the smallest sip of wine. “Perhaps.” She turned, glancing at the small gap between her draperies where the moon shone through. “But that will be up to them.”

			With those words, she stood and went closer to the draperies. A gentle breeze came through with the moonlight. Tsema reached forward and pulled the gap ever slightly wider, taking in the expanse of deep purple night sky beyond the shadowy trees. Stars twinkled, almost as if begging for her to read them and interpret. She refused.

			“It will not happen by accident, that’s for certain,” she continued. “Though even I can’t say how it will come to pass. They will certainly have an adventure ahead of them. I hope they are hardy young men.”

			She paused, closing the drapes, and turned back to her handmaiden. A moment of silence hung between them, each reflecting on this revelation that had wakened Tsema. How long had they been waiting for this to happen? Tsema had to admit she was impressed by the witch’s ability to keep the boys apart all these years, to hide their existence not only from each other but also from the outside world. “We will have to wait and see, however,” Tsema added. “It may be a while before they even leave the farm.”

			“But you’re confident they will?” her handmaiden asked.

			“Oh, I am.” Tsema glanced at her reflection in the shining bowl of her wine glass and saw the twinkle in her own eyes. “Now that they know about each other, it’s only a matter of time before they become curious about who they are and where they came from.” She smiled, hesitated, then said in a calm, matter-of-fact tone, “Ilth’s secret is about to unravel.”

			Her handmaiden gently closed her hands together and nodded. “Aye.”

			Tsema sat again, laying the tiny fingers of her plump hand on the surface of the gold table. “They will have to prove themselves, of course,” she said, raising her glass of wine to her lips. Now she was talking to herself, almost as if Zareen were not even there, as she tried to imagine how it would play out. “A prophecy alone is not enough to make a hero. They’ll have to find out what their destiny is and fulfill it.”

			Zareen took a step closer. “In that case, there is other news you should hear—news, I imagine, you have not seen with your dreamsight,” she said. “Princess Elspeth of Blunia has been taken captive by the goblin army. She and her sister, Carys.”

			Tsema looked up. “Have they?” She didn’t like the news—she didn’t like it one bit. The kingdoms of Blunia and Grythium were already in a dangerous condition.

			“They will need heroes to rescue them,” her handmaiden offered.

			Tsema shook her head, then took another sip of wine. “Most unfortunate that the royal princesses of Blunia would need heroes to rescue them,” she said. “I always thought them stronger than that. If anything, I expected that they would be the ones to rescue boys who were in distress.” Some tricks never grew old—when would villains like the goblin army ever learn to stop capturing princesses and using them as ransom against the kingdom? Tsema grew tired of it many years prior. “Well,” she said in the sweetest tone she could, “this may be a worthy task.”

			Her handmaiden nodded. “Yes. And it will bring them together with the princesses of Blunia.” She hesitated, then seated herself in the chair next to Tsema. “But, my lady, will it be enough?” Rarely did Zareen ever act this familiar—but Tsema understood. The girl felt the same excitement she did. She could excuse the informality from her most loyal adviser and confidant.

			“What I mean is…” her handmaiden said, “…is that enough of a deed to unite the entire realm of Monte Prospera?”

			“I’m afraid not. There will be greater challenges than that.” Tsema stood and paced around the room, drumming her fingers on the bowl of her wine glass as she thought. “And the sacred relics of Grythium remain hidden for now. They will need to seek them out and put them to use. That will be a much bigger challenge than simply overcoming a goblin army.” She stood for a moment, thinking. “I do hope the boys manage to find the pouch of fairy dust that Ilth has been keeping all these years.”

			A moment of quiet filled the tent as both of them reflected on the thought. When she got the sense their brief council had come to an end, Zareen stood, nodded, and made her way toward the entryway. She paused. “Will you know when they finally decide to run away?”

			“Mayhaps,” Tsema said, setting her glass down. “When they do run away, I would like to talk with them.”

			Zareen nodded, understanding the instruction.

			“I cannot tell them too much,” Tsema concluded, “but I would like to offer some wisdom before they seek out their destiny.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			An unseasonable chill crept into the air after sundown the next night, and Marin prodded at the small fire he had built to bring some warmth into his little home. Summers didn’t often get hot until at least several weeks past the solstice, but even this coolness was unusual. Yellow flames crackled as he turned over some of the dry sticks he’d piled inside a circle of stones on the dirt floor.

			A knock came at the door of the shed. Aster, of course. “Come in,” Marin said. It was polite of Aster to knock, though Marin didn’t think such formalities were really necessary out here in a shed.

			The door cracked open and Aster’s face peered in. “Evening.”

			Marin stood, setting down his fire stoker. “Aster. Good to see you again.” And it was good to see him again—very good indeed.

			Except as Aster stepped across the threshold and into the light of the shed, he looked tired. His eyes had a sad look to them they didn’t have the night before. The first thought that flashed into Marin’s head was that Ilth must have done something. “Are you unwell?” He hated to make such a personal remark when he still didn’t know Aster, but he couldn’t help himself. “You don’t look so good.”

			Aster hesitated, then sighed. “Listen, do you have anything to eat?” He stepped closer, swinging his arms casually. “I’m sorry to trouble you for it, but I haven’t eaten anything today.”

			Something protective surged up in Marin at that thought. “What?” He turned and went to a basket of fruit he’d collected earlier that afternoon. “Yes, here, have some fruit.” He held the basket out, gesturing Aster toward the stool where he’d sat the night before. “Sit down.”

			“Thank you.” Aster accepted the basket with one hand, grabbing for a pear with the other and biting into it. He sank into the stool.

			Marin surveyed him, understanding exactly what happened. How often had he experienced the same thing?

			“She sent you to bed without supper, didn’t she?” he said. He felt a pang of anger at Ilth, then sympathy for Aster, then more anger at Ilth as he thought about it. He knew the gnawing ache he endured in his stomach when Ilth decided that going hungry would teach him a lesson. He knew how hard it was to complete his chores when was working on an empty stomach.

			Aster nodded. “That wicked old shrew,” he mumbled through bites of pear.

			Marin kicked at some stray hay by his feet and paced across the shed. “What happened?” he asked.

			Aster shrugged. “I just slept in was all. Not by much.” The confession made Marin laugh, remembering how he himself had been tempted to sleep in that morning after he and Aster had been up talking half the night.

			“But,” Aster went on, “I was late to light the fires in the kitchen and in her spell room.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why she even bothers having me light the fire in the spell room. It’s been years since she’s brewed a potion.”

			Years since she’s brewed a potion. That caught Marin’s attention. He sat down in the hay, suddenly intrigued. “Does she…does she actually practice witchcraft?” Ilth had often threatened him with magic if he disobeyed, but he’d never seen her perform any of it. How he’d lived in fear of it since he was a child!

			“She used to,” Aster said. “I haven’t seen her really do anything in years.”

			Marin hesitated. Did he dare open up about this? “You know, she used to threaten to turn me to stone if I didn’t obey her,” he said. “When I was little.”

			He would always be able to hear her shrill tone and see the fury in her dark eyes. He couldn’t even remember what he had done to upset her half the times she’d screamed at him, but he could always remember the way he cowered in fear—how he was ashamed of his timidity, throwing his quivering arms up in front of him as if they might be able to protect him from whatever it was she intended to do.

			Stop flinching like that, you pathetic brat, she would scream when he would do that. Take your punishment like a man. Worthless. Good for nothing.

			And when the job wasn’t done to her satisfaction, she made it clear she wouldn’t hesitate to hurt him. If you disobey me, I’ll make sure you regret it, she warned. You know what I’m capable of.

			There’d been the days when she refused to bring any meals to him out in his shed, of course, withholding meals as she had done to Aster on this day. Then there’d been the beatings—often with her cane, though sometimes with a leather strap.

			And of course—though Marin had never been completely sure whether this had been Ilth or not—there had been the time when he was very little and he’d rescued an injured bird that had fallen from its nest and separated from its mother. Marin nursed the poor little creature back to health, feeling fiercely protective of it in a way that he always wished somebody had been able to be for him. “I won’t let anyone hurt you,” he’d told the bird. “I’m your friend, and you’re mine.”

			Despite the strength the bird regained thanks to Marin’s care, it suddenly died the next day and crumbled to dust right in Marin’s hands. There was no way to know for sure whether it had been Ilth, but Marin never had any doubts.

			Reflecting back on the memory, Marin stared at Aster. What would Ilth do if she found out they had met? That they were becoming friends?

			Before he could think too much about it, Aster spoke. “How did you learn to work the field all by yourself?” He tucked the core of his pear away in the pocket of his tunic.

			“Oh,” Marin said, pushing his thoughts of Ilth away, “there were hired hands when I was very little. They would come by and show me what to do. I don’t remember them very much.”

			The only thing he remembered was that they had always been kind to him.

			“As soon as I could hold a tool, she dismissed them,” Marin said. “They were also the ones who taught me how to read.” He nodded toward the corner of his shed where his books stood stacked.

			“You like to read?” Aster asked.

			Marin felt a surge of excitement. “Aye, of course,” he said. He jumped up and went to grab one of the books off the top of a stack, one of his favorites about a band of knights on a quest to rescue the king’s daughter from a ferocious monster. He held the book out to Aster. “I read as much as I can. I want to know everything there is about the world, even if I’ll never see it with my own eyes.”

			Aster accepted the book from Marin’s outstretched hand and flipped it open. He traced his fingers across one of the illustrations. “Why don’t you think you’ll ever see the world?”

			Marin shrugged. As if that question needed answering! “Well, because we’re just servants,” he said. “We’ll never be anything more.”

			Aster nodded and gently closed the book. “Right.”

			Marin accepted the book back from Aster and returned it to its stack. All the wonders of the world written about in those books seemed exciting indeed, but it wasn’t for the likes of him. Ilth had made him understand from a young age he wasn’t cut out for such. If you leave me, you’ll never survive on your own, she always said. You’re too weak to make your own decisions.

			Aster scooped a handful of nuts from the basket. “Thank you for the food. I was starving.”

			Marin hesitated, not reaching to take the basket back right away. “Did you have enough?” He wanted to make sure.

			“Aye.” Aster took the basket and held it out to Marin. “I don’t want to eat all your food.”

			“I can take more from the garden tomorrow.”

			Upon hearing that, Aster paused. “I might have an apple if that’s all right,” he said, helping himself.

			Marin laughed. “I’m glad you came out again,” he said. “The only person I have to talk to during the day is Holdfast.”

			“Who?” Aster asked.

			“The barn dog,” Marin explained, going to the window to peep out at the yard.

			“Do we need to worry about him?” Aster asked. “What if he catches us?”

			Marin shook his head. “Don’t worry, he sleeps in the barn,” he said as he surveyed the dark yard, making out the shadowy form of the barn beside the vegetable fields. All was still and quiet. “And he never comes around my shed, especially not at night.”

			Aster shifted on his stool. “Ilth used to have a talking rat she kept in an iron cage,” he said. “But then one day she killed it. Back when she was still practicing witchery. Drove a needle through its heart for one of her spells.”

			The thought made Marin’s stomach lurch. “That’s awful,” he said. He couldn’t help thinking of his bird. It must have been the same for Aster and this rat.

			“I was little at the time,” Aster said, though his tone suggested the memory still haunted him. “I remember how sad it was. Ilth burned it in the fireplace. I’ve never forgotten that.”

			Marin stepped away from the window and looked Aster up and down. Marin hated working out in the fields, doing hard labor under the blazing sun, enduring wind and weather day after day, but at least Ilth rarely came outside. “It must be terrible being inside with her all day,” he said.

			Aster swept a strand of his hair out of his face. “She keeps to herself mostly,” he said. “And I’m always busy with chores.” He stood, turning to stretch one arm in front of him, then the other. “Oh, my back is sore,” he winced, giving a nervous laugh. “She had me scrub the floors today. I must’ve spent hours bent over on my hands and knees.”

			Marin nodded. “The life of a servant,” he said in a sullen tone.

			“I hate it,” Aster said, twisting one arm up to massage his own shoulder.

			“So do I.”

			“And you’re sure you don’t know how you came to be here on the farm?” Aster asked, sitting himself back down on the stool.

			Marin grabbed his stick and prodded at the fire to give it a little more air. “I wish I did,” he said. “I wish I knew something about myself.”

			Aster looked at him. “Say…you don’t think we could be brothers, do you?”

			Marin shrugged. Did they look anything alike? Maybe. A little bit. “I…I don’t know,” Marin replied. “I guess we could be.”

			“We really have no way of knowing,” Aster said.

			“No, but we could say we’re brothers,” Marin offered. “Just for the sake of it. Because we can.”

			It was a nice idea, having a brother. “What I mean is,” Marin went on, “we might as well be brothers. Our situations are the same. We’re both servants.” He hesitated, then added, “And I don’t have anyone else.”

			Aster smiled. “You’re right. That’s close enough.”

			Marin suddenly thought of something. “Come on,” he said, standing and moving toward the door of the shed. “I want to show you something.”

			Aster got to his feet and followed. They slipped out into the open air of the yard, the cool clamminess of the night surprising Marin after sitting so close to the fire in his shed. He gestured for Aster to follow, leading him down the sloping hill toward the gate that looked out on the road. Moonlight illuminated the dirt track that cut its way along the fence in one direction, turned, and led off into darkness beyond.

			“This is the farthest I’ve ever gone,” Marin said, resting his hands on the fence pickets and staring at the road. “This fence marks the edge of the yard, and that road—well, that leads somewhere.” He shrugged. “The hired hands used to arrive along this road every morning when I was little, and they would leave the same way.”

			Aster’s eyes were wide. “Do you ever think about leaving here? Following along that road and seeing where it leads you?”

			Marin balked, stepping back away from the fence at the thought. “It would be too dangerous,” he said, shaking his head. “I should tell you about some of the things I’ve read about in my books. Fearsome beasts and malicious people who do you harm for money or clout.” He faltered. “Don’t get me wrong, there are also heroes who stand up for the poor and helpless, but they don’t often have an easy time doing it,” he said. “And you don’t always know that they’re going to succeed.”

			A look of something like disappointment crossed Aster’s face. “I thought you wanted to see more of the world though.”

			“If only it weren’t so dangerous,” Marin said. Feeling a little embarrassed, he nodded at the road beyond the fence and shrugged. “I wanted you to see it.” He stared around at the yard shadowed in darkness. “I wish you could come out here and see everything during the day.”

			Aster nodded. “So do I.”

			They walked back up the hill in silence, Marin quickly forgetting the feelings of self-consciousness that had overcome him the night before. When he and Aster said goodnight, he addressed him, “Brother?”

			Aster nodded, smiling. “Brother.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			As the summer wore on, and the long days wore the two servant boys ragged—Marin toiling in the fields and Aster trying desperately to keep the house clean despite the season’s inevitable mustiness—they had agreed to meet only sporadically, at least until autumn came. As Marin had put it, “We need at least a few nights of good rest if we’re going to do our chores the way we’re supposed to.”

			That was Marin—always so responsible.

			But on one particular night in late summer, Aster wasn’t getting any sleep.

			The oppressive heat hung in the air, and even by midnight, his garret bedroom had not lost the humid stuffiness built up during the day.

			He sat up in his rickety cot and found himself staring at the trapdoor that led down to the hallway below. I wonder if Marin’s still awake. He probably is…I might as well go see what he’s up to.

			Aster lifted his tunic and a pair of trousers from the crumpled heap where he left them on the floor and slipped them on. The tunic still had a sweaty dampness to it from when he’d scrubbed the pots and pans in the kitchen after cooking Ilth’s dinner. At least it didn’t smell of sweat, the way some of his clothes did before wash day.

			Holding his breath so as not to make any noise, he crept down the ladder into the hallway below and padded his way along through the darkness.

			In the kitchen, the dying embers of the fire left a soft orange gleam on surfaces around him. When he went out the door onto the porch, the orange embers gave way to silver moonlight that shone on the wide expanse of yard.

			Now that he was outside, he could finally breathe. No matter how many times he snuck out of the house, it never got any less worrisome. He stared around, taking in the expanse of the vast sky overhead with the twinkling stars and glowing moon. The grandeur of it still hadn’t worn off after so many weeks—he could still remember how much it had overwhelmed him the first time he’d crept out the kitchen door and stood there on that porch, looking at the outside world for the first time after so many years of only seeing it through a crack in a boarded-up window.

			Life was so different now than it had been before he and Marin had met. There was a world outside the decrepit cottage, even if he had not seen any of it beyond the yard. It was an outside world where he had a friend.

			Let’s hope that friends of yours is still awake, he thought. You agreed you wouldn’t visit tonight. You agreed you both needed rest.

			He made his way across the grass, feeling the freshness of the air on his face, listening to the chirp of crickets that welcomed him, almost saying, “We knew you would make it here tonight. We knew you would come.”

			Light shone from the window of Marin’s shed. Aster approached the door and leaned his face up against it. “Marin,” he whispered. “You up?”

			He lifted the latch to let himself in, revealing Marin reclined on his straw bed, propped on one elbow, reading a book by the light of a flickering candle.

			Marin looked up. “Wouldn’t you know it. I had a feeling I’d see you tonight.”

			Aster shrugged and stepped over the threshold. “Sorry. I couldn’t sleep.”

			Marin closed his book. “Neither could I. What’s bothering you?”

			Aster bit his lip, unsure of where to start. “What’s not bothering me is the better question,” he said.

			“What happened?” Marin asked.

			And that was it. Aster heaved. “Oh, I hate her so much!”

			Marin picked himself up from the straw and moved to seat himself on the nearby stool. “Come on. Talk.”

			“I can’t deal with it anymore, Marin.” Aster moved closer. “I mean, can you? We don’t deserve this.”

			Marin shrugged. “That’s good to know. I’ll send a message to the gods and let them know what I’ve gotten in life is unfair.”

			Aster huffed. “Don’t philosophize, Marin. Not tonight.” He vaguely knew the pantheon of the ancient ways, full of gods who mercilessly used mortals for their amusement, putting them through suffering and torment at a whim.

			Marin shrugged. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it? I mean, who’s to say that one person deserves misery and another person deserves joy? And besides, who’s to say that we don’t deserve this?”

			“Don’t say that.” Aster leaned against the wall. They didn’t deserve this. They didn’t. Unless the cruelty of the gods went far beyond what either he or Marin could imagine.

			“All right.” Marin got up again and reached for a basket of fruit and nuts. “Hungry?”

			Aster accepted an apple and bit into it. His aggressive chewing sent flecks of juice spraying in all directions. “That’s just the thing. She told me we did deserve it—or that I deserve it, at least. I’m sure if she had any inkling we knew about each other, she would have told me you deserve it too.”

			Marin stared intently at one of the flickering candles. He drew a breath to say something, hesitated, then exhaled and sat quiet instead.

			When Marin didn’t reply, Aster raised his half-eaten apple. “Did you pick these yesterday?”

			That got Marin’s attention. “Aye, I did. Why?”

			“Deliver them to the kitchen last night?”

			Marin nodded.

			“I thought so. These were the apples she wanted me to make for dinner. She demanded a galette stuffed with roasted apples and caramelized onions. Not an easy thing to make, mind you.” Aster took another bite and continued to rant as he chewed. “She said it was dry. I didn’t expect her praise, of course, but she took one bite and sneered, ‘Oh, it’s dry.’ So, she demanded I make it again. And while I did, she sat there and continued to eat the first one I made.

			“‘You’re so worthless,’ she kept muttering the whole time. ‘Can’t get a simple recipe right. What a good-for-nothing, lazy, hopeless little sloth you are. This pastry is dry—it’s completely dry. You’ll never amount to anything.’”

			Marin shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

			“She ate the whole cursed thing while I made the second one.” Aster shook his head at the absurdity of it. “She stood up and said, ‘You took too long. I’ll just have to go to bed without a proper supper.’ And just like that, she wiped her crumbs onto the kitchen floor—which I had just scrubbed a few hours before—and sneered, ‘Clean it up.’ Can you believe that?”

			Marin sat still. “Of course, I can believe it. I guess that makes two of us she’s wronged in the past day.”

			Aster winced. “What did she do to you?”

			“These apples, actually,” Marin said. “I was carting them back from the orchard, and I had overloaded my baskets with too many of them, and that old wheelbarrow is wobbly when there’s too much weight on it.”

			Marin’s face twisted up as he reflected on the memory. “Anyway,” he went on. “I was coming down the hill back to the yard, and I lost control of the cart. It tipped over, and apples spilled everywhere. Before I could even start picking them up, I heard this awful laughter, and  Ilth was standing on the other side of the yard, cackling uncontrollably. ‘Clumsy, clumsy, clumsy,’ she shouted at me. ‘I hope none of those apples is bruised.’”

			Aster’s jaw dropped. “She was just standing there, waiting for a reason to taunt you?”

			“I was so angry, Aster. I stood right up and shouted at her, ‘Why don’t you make yourself useful and come help me pick them up instead of standing there laughing?’”

			“You didn’t!” Aster gasped. “Did you really?”

			Marin nodded.

			“Good for you! But Marin, what’s gotten into you?” It wasn’t like Marin to be so audacious.

			Marin raised trembling hands. “I don’t know. I was so angry, and it was almost as if I didn’t care. I didn’t care whether I made her angrier, or if she even tried to punish me. I just wanted to shut her up and stop her laughing.”

			“So, what did she say?”

			“Well, she did shut up and stop laughing, and she just stared at me for a heated second. I’ll honestly admit that I was scared right after I’d said it because I didn’t know what she would say. She just looked at me and said, ‘Don’t you forget your place, boy. Do you really mean to speak to me like that?’”

			Aster huffed. “That rotten shrew.”

			Marin fidgeted, kicking his legs out in front of him. “As if either of us could forget our place.”

			With that, a tension as thick and heavy as the humidity in the air hung between them. Aster got to his feet and paced across the shed. “I’m sick of it.” He threw his hands up. “I just can’t take one more day of this, the same degradation, the same sense of hopelessness, day after day. There’s got to be something better.”

			Marin shook his head and leaned up against the wall. “I don’t think that’s written in the stars for us, brother.”

			Aster stopped. I don’t think that’s written in the stars… It hit him like a punch to the stomach. “You don’t actually believe that do you?”

			Marin’s brow furrowed. “Believe what?” He hadn’t even realized the profoundness of what he said.

			“That our life is…preordained,” Aster said. “And written in the stars like some sort of story we just live out. That destiny controls everything that happens to us.”

			Marin ran his hand through his hair. “Well, no. No, I guess I don’t, but you know what I—”

			“Because I don’t.” Aster’s suddenly confident tone made Marin sit up straighter. “I don’t believe that.” He moved closer to Marin, and his excited energy must have been palpable because Marin shrank back. 

			“Marin, if we don’t do something to change this situation, it’s our own fault. You know? It’s got nothing to do with the stars. With firelights burning away in the heavens. It’s up to us.”

			Marin looked rigid. “Come on, Aster.”

			“Marin, you need to change something,” Aster insisted. “Look at how this life is destroying you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Aster was right, and there was no denying it.

			How many nights had Marin lain awake and just wished that there were something else waiting for him in this life? How many times had he hoped that the farm and Ilth would simply disappear, and there’d be some new opportunity where he was admired and respected, and where he was happy? Where a humble orphaned servant boy could make something of himself. Become a knight or a prince, just like in the stories of old.

			Aster sat down next to him. “Why do you think she never told us about each other, huh? Why do you think she kept us apart?”

			Marin had spent weeks asking himself that exact question. “Uh…”

			“Marin, look—why have you never tried to run away?”

			What a stupid question! “Because.” Marin said. “Well, because there’s no assurance the outside world will be any better or more merciful than this farm.” He had never actually referred to everything far away from Ilth’s farm as “the outside world” aloud before, but it was how he felt. “At least here is safe,” he added.

			“I know,” Aster said. “And that’s the same reason I’ve never run away either. But look—there’s two of us now, and we can count on each other. The two of us might be able to get away with some things that only one of us alone couldn’t.”

			Marin’s heart skipped. If Aster were actually willing to do this…if he knew Aster would be there alongside him…

			“You’re being serious?” he said.

			“Yes.” Aster scooted closer. “Look, I don’t think our future is written out in the stars. If I had to compare it to anything, I’d say it’s more like a vast ocean, and we have to set sail when the tide is in our favor.”

			How long had Marin been thinking that same thing? Marin had heard both those metaphors in one of the books he read. Maybe it had been verses or a play about an ancient political revolt. The men behind it could not decide how much they owed to fate and how much to free will. Was life written in the stars, or was it a tide they needed to set sail on and navigate?

			There were so many aspects of life that were out of his control—would always be out of his control. But staying on Ilth’s farm was different. Aster was right—they had the choice to leave. And now that there were two of them, and they could stick together....

			It’s not as scary to think about.

			“This is our chance,” Marin said. “That’s what you’re saying? You think the tide is in our favor?”

			“If we don’t take advantage of it now,” Aster said, “we’ll be stuck here forever. You know, like we’re docked here in shallow water. I don’t want that.”

			“Neither do I.”

			They both stared at each other. Marin couldn’t figure out what he wanted to say next.

			“Who knows when she’s going to find out that we know about each other?” Aster said. “You know it’ll happen eventually. And when she does, she’ll do something to keep us apart. We’ll lose our chance of ever getting out of here if we wait too long.”

			Marin nodded. “Where would we go? And what would we do with ourselves?”

			“I don’t know,” Aster replied. “That’s the great thing about it. We could do anything and everything. We could leave tonight if we wanted. Run away to the city and seek our fortunes there.”

			Excitement washed over Marin. “You’re serious? You would really do this?”

			“Why not?”

			Marin climbed to his feet, trembling. “All right. All right, we’ll do this. But not tonight.” He started to pace. “We can’t go spoiling our one chance at freedom by being reckless. We need to plan. And we’ll need to pack—food, money, clothes.”

			Aster nodded. “Give me a week and I’ll steal what I can from around the house.”

			“No stealing,” Marin said. “You’ve read the ancient scriptures, haven’t you? Stealing’s depraved and heaven frowns on it.”

			He looked behind him at some of the well-worn leatherbound volumes stacked among his collection of books. He hadn’t read all of them cover to cover, but he’d read enough. “Ilth threw those scriptures out like they were trash, but…but I don’t want to stoop to being the person Ilth is. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right.”

			“Aye, but we’re entitled to something, aren’t we?” Aster said. “After so many years of working for her, at least some of what’s in her home has to be considered ours.”

			Marin couldn’t deny that. “You’re right.” He paused, trying to collect his thoughts. It was all happening so fast. So fast. “You’re right,” he repeated. “We’ll take what we deserve, but no more than what we need. And not a week—we can’t take that long. She might start to catch on.”

			“I can scrounge up some money tomorrow,” Aster said. “You just need to pack up some clothes and whatever you want to take with you, and we’ll leave at midnight.”

			Tomorrow night? That soon? Marin stammered. “I…”

			“Marin, you don’t have doubts, do you?”

			How could Marin have doubts when the two of them were in this together? Whatever happened, he wasn’t going to be doing it alone. That gave him all the strength he needed. “No…no, I don’t.”

			“Good.”

			They sat still, soaking in the realization of what they agreed to do. Then came their laughter—Marin first, then Aster.

			“Well,” Aster said at last. “I, uh…I ought to get to bed. So should you.”

			“Yes.”

			Aster stood. “I feel much better now.”

			Marin climbed to his feet, ready to follow Aster out. “So do I. And maybe—maybe it’s wrong of me, but I’m really proud of us.”

			Aster stopped in the doorway. “Aye, same. No regrets at all.”

			Marin could hardly believe it. Only another day and they would be gone from this place. “Goodnight, brother,” he said.

			“Goodnight, brother,” Aster said, and he slipped out into the dark.

			Then it was just Marin and his nerves. His deep fears that told him this wasn’t possible, that they’d never succeed. That they would be caught by Ilth and she’d make their lives even more miserable than they already were.

			And if they did succeed? On the chance that they did make a successful getaway? What waited for them in the wide world away from the farm? Would they starve or get hurt? Would they find themselves at the mercy of the wild animals that lived in the woods, or dangerous gangs that patrolled the roads?

			“Stop,” he whispered to himself. “Stop worrying. You two will be together. By yourself, you might not be cut out for the adventure. But together, you two are unstoppable.”

			He hoped that was the truth. He hoped. But there was no way of really knowing, was there?

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Elspeth stretched and stared up from the depth of the pit.

			The goblins would come for them soon. The sky over the pit had taken on a hazy grayness, telling her that sunrise was imminent. Another day.

			How long has it been now? She’d lost track of the days, of the weeks.

			“Why has nobody come to rescue us?” she whispered.

			She glanced over at Carys, asleep on the other side of the pit. Her sister lay curled with her knees tucked close to her chest, her body gently rising and falling with each breath.

			Carys. Brave and fierce and fiery. At least, that’s how she used to be—her courage had started to wane. Too much time in captivity. Too much fear of their goblin captors.

			“You’ve got to stay brave for both of us,” Elspeth said. “Please stay brave, Carys. I need you to stay brave.”

			Elspeth might have been the crown princess and heiress to the throne, the one possessed with renowned beauty and learned in all the courtly manners, but Carys had always been her strength. Carys, who could wield a sword better than any boy, and who never hesitated to speak her mind, even when it would have made the maidservants gasp, chastise her, and remind her of propriety.

			How innocent and different they had been before the goblins took them as prisoners.

			Innocent as flowers, we were, Elspeth thought when she remembered it. Innocent, and as beautiful. And as vulnerable—as easily snatched up and carried away as one of the wild irryliann blossoms that grew on the hillside.

			That terrible afternoon had come back to her just last night, in one of the vivid dreams she was so prone to. Everything about the dream had been so real, so lifelike. Just as the dreams always were. The warmth of the summer air, scented with all the fragrances of nature. The clear sky, with the sun blazing bright. Only a few clouds drifted languidly across the expanse of blue overhead as their coach bounced up and down across the open field of green below.

			“Oh, Elspeth, what a mission that was,” Carys had been saying.

			They were on their way back from bestowing their blessings on a coven of sorceresses—it was one of their royal duties as princesses of Blunia, and although Elspeth had been doing such missions for years now as part of her royal training, this was the first time Carys, who was only a year younger, had been sent to join her.

			“Yes, it was, Carys,” Elspeth said, folding her hands gently in her lap. Her tone was encouraging but formal. When they were alone together at their father’s palace, they could be sisters, but here in their coach, where they were attended by a maidservant each, it was important to remember their royal station. Carys forgot that sometimes, and Elspeth always had to set an example.

			“Will we go again soon?” Carys asked, pushing her brown tresses behind her ears so they didn’t hang in her face. No matter how much care the maidservants took in preparing Carys for her courtly duties, she never managed to stay tidy for long. “When’s the next one?”

			“The work of royalty is never done,” Elspeth said. It was a reply she had been taught by one of her royal tutors. “Yes, we will go again. We will have to ask Father what mission we must do next. It is up to his wisdom.” Again, a rehearsed reply. In private, Elspeth had often urged her royal father to let her have say in matters of politics. She could make a difference in the kingdom if he let her, she knew.

			“I truly wish you could decide for yourself,” Carys said. “I truly do. When you’re queen, won’t you be able to decide your own missions?”

			“Yes, of course,” Elspeth said.

			When she was queen. Oh, but for all she understood of politics and leadership, there was always more—and there was still so much for her to learn before she became queen. If she ever became queen.

			“But don’t ask senseless questions, Carys,” she continued. “You know I won’t be queen for many years. I’m still so young, and Father is strong and healthy. He’ll rule for many years before I will need to take the throne.”
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