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Jerin was in a foul mood to begin the morning. This was unusual…he could be reserved sometimes, but rarely in a bad mood. Something was wrong.

On the surface, it was a day like any other. They had risen early, before the sun was up, but that was not unusual. His was a hard-working family, and although they lived a comfortable existence, in a nice home filled with nice things, their father pushed them to always have a strong work ethic. 

Jerin’s twin brother Loran, father Geoff, and mother Isele made up the Hackney family. Geoff was a strong man of thirty-eight summers, with a thick, muscular build from years of working hard labor. He had wavy dark brown hair, a thick beard, and a serious but kind face. Isele, an attractive woman of the same age, had long golden hair the color of sunlight, and as straight as the sun’s rays as well. She was slender, showing no signs of having borne twin boys for nearly a year. 

Jerin and Loran, boys of twelve summers, had similar facial features, but that was where the similarity ended. They were twins, but far from identical ones. Jerin had short-cropped, somewhat bushy brown hair of a slightly lighter shade than his father’s, and serious features like Geoff. Loran’s features were delicate like his mother’s, and he sported arrow-straight, short blond hair that would appear almost white at times. Both boys had a slender build like their mother. 

Although Jerin did not particularly like mornings, he had been getting up before sunrise for most of the mornings of his young life. Loran, being a rowdy, hyper boy, was irritating Jerin slightly, but that also was nothing new. The boys were close, and got along well more often than not. But as with many brothers, they had completely different personalities, and were sometimes at each other’s throats as well. And this particular morning, Loran was a little more obnoxious than usual. 

Nevertheless, there was still something else, Jerin was sure of it. He had always been a perceptive, observant boy, unusual traits for one his age. And he could tell his parents were worried about something. They were doing a good job of hiding it, to be sure, trying hard to act like they would on any other morning. Loran was obviously fooled, as he goofed around at the table, oblivious of the others. But their parents’ nervousness was palpable to Jerin, and it set him on edge. He did not like being kept in the dark about things, and although he was a bit concerned by their behavior, he was more irritated they were not letting him in on whatever the problem was. So, he brooded and pretended to ignore the others, until his mother hurriedly cleared the table and hustled them out the door. Their father waved farewell to them, and their mother kissed both boys on the cheek, gestures Jerin pointedly ignored.

As the two set out, the sun was beginning to rise, but was still mostly obscured by clouds, as well as by the two-story homes around them. The chill of the winter morning quickly penetrated their heavy, hooded cloaks. Underneath Loran wore a long-sleeve linen tunic with a V at the neck over loose-fitting leather breeches, while Jerin wore similar breeches with a heavy woolen tunic that was his preference. Both wore dark brown leather work boots. They were clothes that would keep them warm most of the winter, but this morning was colder than usual. The wind carried with it a hint of coming snow, darkening Jerin’s mood further.

Walking at a brisk pace, their footsteps on the cobblestone road the only sound, they rapidly reached the bakery where the two had been apprenticed for several seasons. The chill of the air had silenced even Loran, a fact for which Jerin was glad. 

As they opened the back door, a blast of warm air greeted them. The ovens had already been fired up, and the brothers shared a look of surprise. They usually arrived to a cold shop, and getting the fires going was their job. The master of the shop, an elderly man by the name of Alecro, had run the place by himself for many years. But in the past few years, he had begun to have health problems, and was having a hard time doing the work alone.

This had worked out well for the brothers, as they much preferred helping the friendly old man to the other jobs their father had been considering for them. It was hard work, lugging around large sacks of flour and grain, bundles of firewood, and other heavy items too difficult for their master to manage. And it was dirty, sweaty work. But the alternative was working in a warehouse, or on the docks, or any of a number of other unsavory apprenticeships. Alecro had been kind to the boys since they were little, and they jumped at the opportunity to work for him.

“What’s going on, Al?” Loran called out, using his nickname for their master. Jerin thought it was disrespectful to shorten the man’s name like that, so he never called him anything but his given name. Alecro did not seem to mind either way.

Emerging from the cramped storeroom into the spacious kitchen, Alecro greeted them with a smile. Although slightly hunched over, he was still a tall man, with thinning grey hair of shoulder length, wearing white baker’s clothing overlaid with a light tan apron.

“’Morning, boys.” Seeing the confused looks on the boys’ faces as they stood in the doorway, his smile widened. “Don’t worry. You still have your jobs, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Then why is so much of the work already done?” Jerin queried.

“Are you trying to pamper us, Al?” Loran added. “Cause we’re tough lads, ya know. We can handle the work.” Jerin nodded in agreement, although he was annoyed with how his brother had worded it.

“I know, I know,” Alecro waved off the remark, walking over to one of the prep counters and going about his work. “It’s nothing like that. I just couldn’t sleep last night, so early this morning I decided to get up and get a head start on the day’s work, rather than staring at the ceiling until you boys arrived.” Alecro lived in a small apartment on the second floor of the bakery, directly over the front room where the baked goods were displayed. The kitchen and storerooms were in the back, with a small fenced-in yard behind the building.

Jerin and Loran looked at each other once more, shrugged their shoulders, and began taking off their cloaks.

“Now that doesn’t mean you boys can slack off this morning,” Alecro reminded them over his shoulder. “We still have a lot of work to do before our first customers start arriving.”

The boys did not need reminding of that. Although they worked hard all day, the first few hours of the morning were the most strenuous, as they hustled to get everything baked and out to the front room, to be displayed for their customers, many of whom came first thing when the shop opened. Jerin did not blame them. Alecro’s bakery made the best baked goods in the town of Foen, or so it had often been said, and it all tasted that much better after it had just been baked and was still hot.

Once they had hung their cloaks by the door, the boys immediately went to work. Alecro did most of the actual baking himself, but there was always lots of work for the two: bringing items from the storeroom, mixing and rolling the dough, keeping the fires going strong, and running the finished goods out to the display cases in front. The brothers often remarked to themselves how amazing it was that Alecro had done all the work himself for so long. It did not seem possible. Within minutes they were drenched in sweat from the combination of the hot ovens and the hard work, and all thoughts of the weather outside were forgotten.

The work was done in plenty of time, and the many baked goods were arrayed neatly on the shelves of the front room. As Alecro went to unlock the front door to let in several waiting customers, he told the boys to grab a sweet roll and take a break. They eagerly did so, and scrambled rapidly to the back room to wolf down the rolls. Sitting at a small table off to the side of the kitchen, they were feeling pretty good. Loran smiled at his brother as he took a bite of the wonderful roll, and Jerin returned the smile, all traces of the morning’s bad mood gone. He wondered idly if he had imagined his parents’ behavior. Maybe he had just been in a bad mood, and had been looking for something to justify it, he mused.

“Did you notice anything strange about Mum and Dad this morning?” Jerin asked his brother.

Loran shook his head in reply, although he could not speak for a few moments because of the large bite he had taken.

“They didn’t seem strange to me,” Loran finally said.

Jerin shrugged his shoulders and let the subject drop. That was the answer he had been expecting from his brother.

“Maybe Al will let us off work early today, and we can go play some ball,” Loran mused.

“You know we can’t do that,” Jerin said sternly. Loran looked down at his pastry, abashed. They both were aware of all the work that needed doing at home, and if they were let off early, they would have to hurry home and help with the chores there. 

A dock worker and warehouse laborer for many years, their father had only recently started up his own business. He had always enjoyed woodworking as a hobby, but over the years had gotten so many compliments on and requests for his work, that he had finally decided to try it for a living. The orders for cabinets, tables, chairs, and other furniture had come pouring in, enabling them to more than make a living from his earnings. But he was kept constantly busy from dawn to dusk and often beyond, always behind on orders. Their mother helped out with the business, too, and that left little time to get the work around the house done. 

Jerin had always felt their father should have apprenticed them himself, since he needed the help. But their father had adamantly maintained that a long-time, established craftsman would lend more credibility to their apprenticeship, and that they needed to find their own way in the world besides. Staying home all day every day was not good for them, he had said repeatedly over Jerin’s protests. 

Regardless, the boys had numerous chores once they were home, and their friends had long since stopped coming over asking them to play, because they never could. They were good boys, though, and seldom complained, knowing there was nobody else to do the work. They lived in a house which was the envy of many of their friends, located in a good part of town, and if they had to work hard for a few years until their father got the business up and running, so be it.

As Jerin watched his brother’s reaction, he immediately regretted what he had said. “Hey, I didn’t mean to snap at you,” Jerin apologized.

“That’s okay,” Loran replied, looking up. “I know you want to go play as much as I do. But you always were the responsible one. You keep me in line.”

“Somebody has to,” Jerin muttered dryly.

“What’d you say?” Loran asked, his voice rising.

“You heard me,” Jerin replied, a mischievous smile playing across his face. Even Jerin could not be serious all the time, especially in the presence of his playful brother.

“Are you trying to pick a fight with me?” Loran growled, trying to make his voice sound deep and menacing. He stood up and puffed out his chest, his facial expression an obvious imitation of one of the neighborhood toughs who had always harassed the brothers. The effect was so comical, Jerin fell out of his chair laughing. Loran continued the imitation, and soon Jerin was writhing on the floor, holding his sides as he laughed hysterically. Jerin was the stronger of the two brothers, and usually won their wrestling matches, and Loran, seeing his brother incapacitated for the moment, took advantage of the situation and pounced.

Jerin quickly recovered, and they rolled around on the stone floor, getting themselves covered in flour and other grime in the process. Alecro opened the door connecting the front room and the kitchen and glared down at the wrestling brothers, both of whom stopped and looked up guiltily at their master.

“I need some more of the large wheat loaves. They’re selling out fast this morning,” Alecro stated evenly, the frown on his face all the scolding the boys needed. They quickly hopped to their feet, dusted themselves off, and were back to work.

Leaving the shop to head home at the end of the day, they were struck by a blast of cold air, blowing around a small amount of snow flurries. Pulling their cloaks tightly around themselves, they turned to wave goodbye to Alecro, who stood watching them go in the window.

Jerin was relieved to find once they got home that their parents seemed to have returned to normal. Whatever had been bothering them that morning did not seem to be an issue any longer. Maybe they had a fight, Jerin thought. To him and Loran, they were Mom and Dad, but they were a couple just like any other, he supposed. They would have arguments. As they cheerfully went about preparing for dinner, he shrugged it off and joined in the merriment.

Later that night, clad in soft green pajama pants and top, Jerin crept down the wooden stairs to the main level on bare feet. He knew their mother was getting ready for bed, if not asleep, and did not want to disturb her. It seemed likely he would find his father still up, and he was not disappointed. Entering the living room, he was greeted by the sight of his father, in an undershirt and a soft pair of breeches he wore around the house, sitting in his favorite chair next to the fireplace, a book on his lap. The fire had burned down low, but still had a good bed of coals going at the base. It was putting out plenty of heat, and the room was comfortable, bordering on stuffy. His father was deep into whatever he was reading, and did not notice his son until Jerin was halfway across the room.

“Hey there squirt, what’re you doing up this late?” he murmured in his rumbling, deep voice, setting the book aside. Jerin took advantage and climbed on his lap, pulling a blanket that was off to the side over them as he settled in.

“I couldn’t sleep,” Jerin lied. He had not really tried yet. The night was his favorite time, even though staying up late could make for some rough mornings.

“Don’t you think you’re getting a little big to be sitting on laps?” Geoff pointed out with a chuckle, although he clearly did not mind the company. He put his arms around Jerin and pulled him close, Jerin’s head resting on his muscular chest. 

“Probably. I’ll stop soon.”

“No, you won’t, at least not for a couple years. And that’s okay.”

“Does Loran ever do this?”

“No squirt, just you. This has been our thing since you were little. Loran’s close with your mother though. I bet they have their little traditions also, things you and I aren’t privy to.”

“Maybe. Da’, can I ask you a question?”

“Of course, what’s on your mind?”

“This morning, you and Ma were acting…strange. Is everything okay?”

His father stared at the fire so long, Jerin began to think he had not heard the question. Finally, he answered, although his voice sounded troubled and distant, hesitant.

“Sure, son, everything is fine.” 

Jerin lifted up his head to look his father in the eye. “Dad, you’re not doing a very good job of reassuring me. And you’re not fooling me, either.”

Geoff chuckled again, then spoke in a stronger voice. “You always were too smart for your own good. But really, son, everything is fine. You’ll see someday, adults just have things to worry about that you boys haven’t experienced yet. Bills and taxes and other nonsense.”

Jerin sighed, but gave up and put his head back down. He did not believe his father, but was too warm and comfortable to protest further.

Later, when he returned to the bedroom he shared with his twin, he could see that his brother was still awake in the other bed. Loran’s blue eyes reflected some of the light from the moon as it came in through the window, giving him away.

“Can’t sleep?” Jerin asked as he climbed back into bed.

“Nah.” They were both quiet for a bit, looking out the window at the crescent moon high in the sky, and then Loran spoke up again. “Do you think we’ll ever get out and see the world?”

“I don’t know. Probably not. What would we see out there that we don’t have here?”

“Pirates. Knights. Princesses. All kinds of exciting things probably. It’s so boring here!” Loran flopped over onto his side, facing Jerin, with a great sigh.

Jerin considered for a moment. “I think all of that is probably not as fun as it seems. Give me a wife and a couple of kids, a house down the street, and I’ll be happy.”

“Boooooring,” his brother answered dramatically. 

Jerin giggled. “Of course. Go to bed, Sir Loran. You can dream of princesses all night.”

“Oh, I will.”

Loran’s breathing was soon slow and even. Jerin envied his brother and his peaceful sleep. He knew that his own sleep would be a ways off yet, and troubled.




The next morning, Jerin came slinking sleepily into the kitchen, eyes still half-closed. Loran and their mother, Isele, were already in the kitchen, Loran sitting at the table while their mother prepared breakfast. Loran was dressed in light blue pajamas, Jerin in his green ones. Their mother wore a long white nightgown with flower prints on it. 

“Sir Jerin!” Loran exclaimed in a cheery voice. 

“Good morning Jerin,” their mother added with a smile.

Jerin mumbled something in reply, and Loran hopped up as he approached the table. 

“You look absolutely dashing this morning, sir knight!” Loran carried on, taking Jerin’s face in both hands. “The ladies of the court will not be able to contain themselves!”

“Oh, shut up Loran!” Jerin pushed his brother away. But it had worked. He was smiling.

“Did you get some good sleep, sweetie?” their mother asked as she brought over their bowls of oatmeal.

“Eh, not really.”

She gave him a sympathetic smile and patted him on the back as she returned to the counter. She was used to the answer.

Their father entered from the living room then, already dressed for the day. 

“Morning, daddio!” Loran called.

The big man made the rounds, kissing each of them on the head, and then sat down at the table himself. The others began talking about this and that, and Jerin zoned out. Everything seemed fine this morning, he thought. Maybe he had imagined it all. He shrugged and went back to breakfast.

The day progressed normally, first at home and then at the bakery, and Jerin began to let his guard down. Hustling home, they both hunched down in their cloaks, hoods up, trying to hide from the chill air.

As they approached their house, a two-story log home with a slanted grey slate roof, Loran was not paying attention, staring down at his booted feet as they walked quickly along the cobblestone avenue of their neighborhood. But Jerin was looking forward, and as they neared the house, two men dressed in heavy, dark cloaks emerged from the front door of their home. 

The front room had been converted into a showroom for their father’s woodwork, so people were often coming and going through the front door. But immediately upon seeing the men, bells of alarm began going off in Jerin’s head. The cloaks the men wore were tattered and looked to be of poor quality even when they had once been new. It was a dead giveaway to Jerin that the men were not from the neighborhood. Men dressed like that would not have the money to shop at their father’s store. 

The men had hostile, angry expressions on their faces, and they glanced around in quick, jerky movements, further alarming Jerin. He came to a halt, and grabbed Loran by the arm to stop him as well. Right as the brothers stopped walking, the pair of men noticed them. One of them, an ugly man with a bulbous red nose and greasy black hair, gestured at the two of them and said something to his companion. The other man seemed to think for a minute, then shook his head emphatically, and the two turned and hurried down the street, away from the boys.

Loran, who had seen the exchange, turned to look at his brother in confusion.

“What was that all about?”

Jerin did not answer. The alarm bells in his head were now ringing loudly, and his feeling that something was wrong from that morning had returned tenfold.

Turning his attention back to the house, Jerin noticed smoke coming out of one of the second-floor windows, the only one that was open. On seeing that he broke into a run, followed at a distance by Loran, who by this time was mightily confused by his brother.

As Jerin threw open the front door, his eyes immediately began to burn, and the smell of smoke assailed his nose. There was not much actual smoke on the main floor, but he knew there soon would be. Their house was on fire.

Loran reached the doorway soon after, and his eyes widened in alarm as he finally realized what his brother had seen.

“Mom! Dad!” Jerin shrieked, hurrying into the front room. He was moving so fast as he passed out of the front room and into the hallway, he almost tripped over something that should not have been there. Looking down, he saw it was his father, lying supine on the floor. And although Jerin had never seen a dead person before, he knew without a doubt his father was dead. 

Geoff Hackney’s head rested in a large pool of blood, and his eyes stared unseeing at the ceiling. Jerin turned to block his brother’s view, his protective instincts kicking in even as he himself reeled from what he was seeing. But it was too late. Loran was right there, staring wide-eyed at their father. He looked frozen, except for the fact he was breathing fast. 

Behind his brother, Jerin could see movement by the door, but could not tell right away who it was. Jerin was about to reach down to his father’s belt to get his dagger, when he realized that the man was their neighbor, Gilstarp, a long-time friend of the family. The man was proportioned much like their father, and indeed had been in the same line of work for years. Their facial features were even a little similar, they could have passed themselves off as brothers if they wanted to. Gilstarp walked quickly over to where they stood, took in the scene at a glance, then turned to the brothers.

“You boys need to get out of here,” Gilstarp said gruffly, although they could see the pain and fear in his eyes that he tried to hide.

“We need to find our mum,” Jerin said urgently, looking toward the stairway that led upstairs.

Rather than arguing about it, the large man grabbed both boys by their collars and dragged them rapidly out through the front door. When they were outside, he said, in a tone that brooked no argument, “Stay right there, and don’t move for any reason.” Jerin and Loran nodded their agreement, and Gilstarp turned and disappeared back into the house, which was now rapidly filling with smoke. 

Without turning around, they could hear their other neighbors gathering in the street, gasping in alarm. Several other men they knew ran up and disappeared into the house. The smoke was getting thick on the main floor too, and it was getting hard to see inside. Gilstarp and the other men soon emerged from the house, coughing and rubbing their eyes. 

“Is our mum in there?” Jerin asked.

Several of the men averted their eyes when he looked at them. Gilstarp was the only one who would look him in the eye.

“Your mother is dead, too,” Gilstarp said gently, and Loran gasped beside him and started breathing faster.

“I’ve got to go in there,” Jerin said, trying to push past the men. Gilstarp grabbed him firmly and would not let go.

“You don’t want to see her like that, boy,” he said. His voice was filled with sadness, but at the same time Jerin knew the man was not going to let him go. “C’mon, we’ve got to get away from the house.”

They crossed the street, and turned to look at the house. Flames had begun to shoot out under the eaves of the roof, and through the windows. A group of men had run off and returned with buckets of water, and more townspeople were arriving to help, but Jerin knew it was a hopeless cause. Their house was going to burn to the ground, with their parents in it. Loran stood next to him, sobbing loudly, and Jerin wanted to comfort him. But he felt numb, paralyzed. He could not move, or even tear his eyes away from the sight of the burning house; the home in which he and his brother had been born.

The men fought valiantly against the fire, but they had to run so far away to fill the buckets with water that it was doing little real good. A squad of soldiers from the nearby garrison showed up and joined the bucket brigade, but it was too little too late. A couple of hours later, the house collapsed in upon itself, and by nightfall, a smoldering pile of rubble lay where the boys had eaten breakfast that morning. 

The neighbors wrapped the boys in blankets, as the snow was still lightly falling, but they had refused offers to go inside any of the neighboring homes. Loran was completely incapacitated by his grief. He had been crying off and on for hours, and was sobbing so hard, Jerin wondered how he could breathe. As for Jerin, he was still numb. He dimly knew that he should be feeling some emotion, like anger at those who had killed his parents, or sadness at their death, or at least worry about his brother. But he really felt nothing.

The boys stayed late into the night watching the fire crews, shivering even under the layers of blankets as they sat across the street from their home. Finally, Gilstarp’s wife, concern obvious on her face, convinced them to come to their house for the night. Loran cried himself to sleep, while Jerin still felt numb. 

He slept little, and was awake to see the sun rise. Unwilling or unable to grieve for his parents, Jerin could only think of the problems he and his brother now faced. Their parents had moved to Foen before the boys were born, and Jerin realized he had no idea where they had previously lived. They had no relatives in town, or any idea whether they even had any relatives left alive. Geoff especially had always been evasive when asked about his past. Jerin had always assumed that when he got older, his father would be more open about where they came from. That could never happen now, he knew. And Loran, although a strong boy himself, had always deferred to Jerin when it came to making decisions. So Jerin suddenly found himself thrust into a position of responsibility, whereas only the day before, he had been a child.

“Wake up, Loran,” Jerin whispered, gently shaking his brother. Loran came awake quickly, and casually began to rub the sleep from his eyes. For a moment, Jerin thought his brother might have forgotten what had happened. Then their eyes met, and in the dim light of Gilstarp’s den, he could see a haunted quality in Loran’s gaze that had never been there before.

“C’mon. We need to get to the bakery,” Jerin whispered, beginning to fold the borrowed blankets.

“Do you really think we should go to work today?”

“Well,” Jerin paused, for he had been considering that very question. “We can mope around here all day, or we can go earn some money. Remember, we lost more than just our parents in that fire. We lost everything. We have no food, no change of clothes, no money, nothing. Maybe after work, Alecro will let us stay there, at least for a while.”

Loran nodded reluctantly in agreement, and within minutes they were off, leaving Gilstarp’s home and walking past the smoldering remnants of their home. The sight choked Loran up slightly, and Jerin patted him on the back in a half-hearted attempt at comfort.
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