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      Rafa is dying, but he’d accepted that long ago. It’s Van who’s struggling to come to terms with the fact. They’ve spent the past week buried beneath piles of books and scrolls, dragging Rafa along to camp in the library as they try anything and everything they can to save his life.

      Rafa closes his book—he hasn’t been paying attention for the past half hour, anyway—and watches as Van drops their head in their hands and groans like a beleaguered child. They thread long fingers through their brassy curls and tug as if pulling one’s hair out is key to solving all their issues. “It just doesn’t make any sense,” they growl.

      Rafa shrugs despite knowing Van can’t possibly see him over the fortress of open books they’ve built. It’s not like they could possibly read so many books in so short a time. Maybe it helps them feel more productive?

      As if hearing his thoughts, Van opens their eyes—such a fiery brown as to appear red—to glare at him. “You really don’t care whether or not you die, do you?”

      Rafa frowns. They make it sound like he wants to die. Of course, he doesn’t want to, but what can he do? It doesn’t matter if it doesn’t make sense. He’d stopped trying to make sense of it years ago, having scoured through all the same spells and recipes now surrounding Van to no avail. Rafa has twenty-nine days left to live.

      Twenty-nine days until his twenty-first birthday.

      Not that he’s counting.

      “I’m not going to let you die.” Van jumps up, startling Rafa as they slam a palm on the desk and stomp over to the bookshelves.

      “Van—”

      “No.” They start ripping more books down, deft fingers of a skilled pickpocket plucking tomes off one after another and nestling them in the crook of thin arms. “There’s got to be something, I mean—” they drop the pile onto the desk and violently leaf through pages of the uppermost volume. “Purifying ritual? You’re basically just cursed, right? Your momma cursed you when she died?”

      If prophesying fate counts as cursing, sure.

      “This one says swim in a moon lake on a—full moon—full moon, that’s tonight, right? You want to try this? I don’t think we’ve tried this one yet. Oh, but you have to be nude though, I guess.”

      You didn’t even know how to read two years ago. Not Rafa’s language, anyway, but the prince keeps his snide comments to himself as he struggles to keep up with the deluge of words pouring out of Van. Well, fine. If it makes them happy, sure, he can swim naked in a moon lake. It’s not the most outlandish thing they’ve forced him to try in the last few months, growing more desperate as his birthday draws closer. Sometimes, he wonders if it would have been better if he hadn’t told them about his expiration date. He’s certainly spent enough time in the library lately to regret letting it slip.

      “Alright,” he agrees to their tenth scheme in as many days.

      Van slams shut the second book they’d begun leafing through, having been devouring words with a speed Rafa isn’t even sure he could manage. “You’ll do it?”

      Why do they sound surprised? When has he ever denied any of their requests? Well, fine, maybe he draws the line at the more illegal ideas—as if a smuggler has any right to police legality—but who wouldn’t? A prince still has to maintain some form of appearances, even one as generally ignored as him.

      “Fully nude,” Van clarifies, as if Rafa didn’t quite catch that part. He just raises an eyebrow, and they huff and spin on their heel to put the pile of books back. All but the one evidently housing their next plan, that is. Returning to their chair, they plop it on their lap, bringing their necklace to their mouth to chew while scanning through the details.

      Sensing they’re going to be here for a while, Rafa stands from his seat and stretches his arms above his head, groaning as his spine makes unholy cracking sounds all along its length. Van scrunches their face in disgust at him, and he smirks in return, twisting to either side to prompt more cracking before he rolls his shoulders and glances out the large windows. The sky is a deep red-purple, wispy pink clouds dancing as orange peeks over the horizon and the final dredges of sunset begin to fade away. There’s probably a good hour, maybe just under two, before the full moon is high, a standard he’s sure will be a prerequisite for Van’s little ritual, given his years of experience trying the same things.

      Whether reading his mind or anticipating his question—he can never be sure with them—Van speaks up to say, “Meet me at, stars, what was it, Liftor or something. That lake down by all the eggplant trees—meet me there in an hour.”

      Dismissed by the lazy wave of their hand, Rafa turns to walk away, furrowing his brows only seconds later as his brain processes Van’s words. Eggplant trees? There is only one moon lake on imperial grounds, so he knows what they’re talking about, but… Eggplant trees? The trees that have been overtaken by wisteria?

      Never mind that the vines are far from their flowering season.

      Shaking his head, Rafa ducks under the thick curtain of metallic beads separating the library from the central gardens. He skirts around the large square pool, its shallow waters hardly registering as his mind continues grinding to a halt at the thought of Van’s words. Fucking eggplant trees.

      What Rafa wants, to be completely honest, is to sojourn into the kitchens and nab himself any amount of wine he can, something he’s sure he’ll need to get through the rest of the night. And probably the next month, too.

      What he doesn’t want is to run into his sister not ten feet outside the library.

      He stutters to a stop as he spots her leaning against a pillar, looking right at him with her arms crossed. Rafa can only wonder what in the world he’s done this time as he alters course to approach his twin.

      Her cropped white skirts sway in the breeze, midriff exposed despite the chill the wind carries. Her long, thin locs of bleached hair are woven into an intricate updo. She’s just come from a meeting, then. Official business Rafa was not, in fact, invited to.

      If a hard weight settles in his chest at the sight of her fancy attire, well, no one has to know.

      The red of her flowy blouse, sleeves tightly cinched at the wrist but otherwise billowing like sails, blends into the sky behind her, the waning light casting a warm glow on her ochre skin. Rafa is struck for a second by the magnificence before him, the indisputable air of rule his sister always manages to carry around.

      He has to remind himself not to glance at his own scarred and roughened skin, his attire no doubt dull and aged when viewed next to the pristine vibrancy of hers.

      Her eyes latch onto his as he approaches, made larger by the white paint lining them, the same pigment that crosses her forehead in a line of complex, blocky patterns. The paint almost, but not quite, masks the hazy red of exhaustion clearly softening her gaze no matter how hard she tries to maintain a stoic look.

      Rafa doesn’t bow when he reaches her, refusing to wholly distance himself from his sister. But he can’t greet her warmly, either. He won’t speak first. If she’s chosen to wait for him, she must have some request. There’s no point in asking anything.

      She doesn’t disappoint, her purple-tinted lips moving before he’s stopped walking, delivering the words he’s come to loathe ever since she discovered his interests in less-than-legal pursuits in a low, pointed voice that invites no arguments.

      “I need you to smuggle someone for me,” Raza says.
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      Someone. Not something. Usually, that means refugees. People persecuted in their own countries who need a little help reaching the relative sanctity of Rafa’s. People like Van. Although most of them aren’t still glued to his side two years after the fact.

      The problem is, imperial grounds—where Rafa has against his nature spent much of his time the past few months, entirely thanks to Van’s fear of his impending doom—are closer to the coast than to any of their neighbors. Traveling to another country, especially on foot as Rafa prefers, could take weeks upon weeks. And he only has so many of those left. It’ll be a bother to everyone if he drops dead in the middle of a mission. Surely, Raza knows that, right?

      Rafa closes his eyes, steeling himself for whatever answer his sister’s about to punch him in the face with as he asks, “From?”

      “Not from. To.”

      He grits his teeth. Is she really going to be pedantic as she’s asking him to do something? “To?”

      “Kahtsui-zen.”

      Rafa’s eyes fly open. “Excuse me? You know that’s not possible.”

      Raza clenches her jaw, visibly grinding her teeth as she takes a few seconds to respond. “You’ve succeeded before.”

      Oh, have I, now? Rafa snorts. He turns away from her, contemplating running back into the library rather than deal with his sibling gone mindless. “I smuggled drugs and nearly lost my fucking leg in the process. I am not getting an entire person through those walls.” Not to mention, that mission had included a liaison on the other side, someone desperate enough for a Vantsaren tincture to risk sending coded pleas and arrange the whole thing.

      Rafa doubts there is such a guiding voice in this case. Smuggling people is an entirely different matter than ferrying paraphernalia across borders.

      His sister’s frown is loud in the tense silence at his back.

      Van would hear her out.

      Yes, but Van is smitten with Raza, so he can’t put much weight to their actions concerning his twin. Even so, their voice is a persistent prodding in the back of Rafa’s mind, convincing him to turn around and meet Raza’s tired gaze. “Explain.”

      Relief floods Raza’s features, smoothing the lines of worry Rafa hadn’t noticed creeping across her face. She opens her mouth to speak, but the low, rough voice that reaches Rafa’s ears isn’t hers. Rather, the deep sound has him spinning on his heels and dropping to his knees in a perfunctory prostration before his mind fully processes the simple greeting.

      “Raza,” the unmistakable tenor of his father’s—the king’s—voice cuts off Raza’s explanation. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      We’re in the gardens, Rafa’s mind immediately rushes to the defensive, every time he’s been caught near Raza flooding his memory. A public place—I didn’t seek her out. He can’t be punished for a chance meeting, can he?

      Raza’s answer is slightly muffled, as if she’s speaking to the ground, but Rafa doesn’t dare raise his head to check whether hers is bowed as well. “Father?” Taking precedence over her doomed older brother, Raza had technically risen to the throne upon reaching adulthood. But, contrary to tradition, their father has yet refused to step down, forcing the two into a dual reign that Rafa knows grates against his sister’s every nerve, the constant frustration sharpening her voice like a sword.

      “We received your request.”

      Rafa can never tell when his father’s “We” refers to the man alone or encompasses the Council as well. He supposes it doesn’t matter, really. One never acts without the other.

      Raza pauses a single heartbeat, two, before inquiring, “Yes?”

      “Circumstances being what they are, we have decided your brother will not be granted participation in the festivities.”

      Rafa jolts, fists clenching where they’re lying clasped on the ground. He aches to jump to his feet, to ask what he’s been denied this time, but the ghosts of steel pricking his back, the shadows of blades carving his skin, keep him frozen, bowing. He controls his breathing, minimizes his presence as much as possible.

      Two, for sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.

      One, two, three heartbeats. A small but noticeable inhale, a sharp intake of breath. Then, “Understood.”

      Raza is looking him in the eye. She must be. Her words are no longer muffled. Dismissing herself from the bow, as a queen should. Half-queen, she always insists, irritated by the restraints of an overbearing king breathing down her neck. Half, if even that. 

      Rafa’s not sure whether he imagines the sound of leather straining, as if his father is flexing gloved fingers, annoyed. Cloth shuffles, large footsteps heavy on the ground next to Rafa’s head.

      Rafa’s back twinges in protest as he unfolds himself the moment the footsteps disappear. He drifts to his feet, purposely dispelling the tension that’d ratcheted through his body. He shouldn’t ask, but he can’t quell his curiosity—normally, he isn’t even aware he’s been excluded from an event until after the fact. “Festivities?”

      Raza scoffs, all but growling as she spits her words at the ground. “Our birthday. It’s bullshit that they don’t even want you there.”

      Oh.

      Seeing the displeasure furrowing her brow, Rafa doesn’t have the heart to tell her he had no desire to participate in the first place. Who’s to say he won’t die the minute the clock strikes midnight? He’s certainly not living past their shared birthday, no matter when fate decides to cut his cord.

      His mother was never wrong, after all.

      Why would Raza want him there, knowing he could drop dead in the middle of their dance? During the feast, even, or at any point in the day. No one should have to deal with that. The people just want to celebrate the health of Raza, to put the prince behind them for good.

      This might be the first time Rafa has agreed with his father.

      Raza side-eyes him, trying but failing not to glare, as if she knows what he’s thinking. “I’m not going to stop asking,” she warns.

      He changes the topic. “Tell me about this impossible mission.”

      He doesn’t know what to make of the way she rakes her eyes over the length of his body like she’s assessing him, but he doesn’t have a second to dwell on it before she wraps a strong hand around his wrist and starts dragging him away. “Maybe it’ll be easier to show you.”

      Despite the number of beaded strings that smack him in the face in her flurry to cast them aside as she leads him through the palace complex, Raza never pauses in her path, attention as focused as any boar’s. They come to a stop in front of her bedroom, the white beads denoting the queen’s door accompanied by a thick, ornate privacy cloth, the deep blue of its blocky patterns a design Rafa has always quietly envied. Raza thrusts these aside with the same abandon as every other divider in the complex, completely unaware of her older brother’s momentary despair at her disregard for such pretty fabric.

      Her bedroom is the exact opposite of his, its walls barren and its floors lacking the plethora of rugs that line his own. Rafa can never stop an uncomfortable feeling from taking root in his chest when surrounded by such cold emptiness, Raza’s personal interiors mirroring the stark lack of personality residing in every other area of the complex.

      It’s because of her having no decor, though, that Rafa’s eyes are immediately drawn to the puddle of shadows plopped in the middle of her floor, a humanoid figure on whom only a single visible strip of golden skin sits amidst a covered head, housing eyes so dark they may as well be wholly black. The eyes don’t flick in the twins’ direction despite the abrupt entrance, and it takes Rafa a few seconds to recognize the puddle as a person swaddled from head to toe in layers upon layers of wispy black fabric.

      Raza drops his hand and stomps halfway between him and the other person, gesturing at them as if proudly giving Rafa a present. “Rafa, meet Ash. Ash,” she switches her gesture to present Rafa to them in the same way, “meet Rafa, the only one in this damn place who can help us.”

      At her words, the shadow puddle raises its blank gaze to the twins, and Rafa, unable to discern a single iota of emotion from it, inexplicably feels like he’s intruding, trampling over some private moment despite the room not remotely belonging to the stranger. He swallows the pins and needles of discomfort threatening to close his throat and raises an eyebrow, latching onto his sister’s declaration. “Us?”

      Raza waves away his confusion with a flick of her wrist, as if the next words she utters are completely logical and clear all his misgivings. “Get him into Kahtsui-zen, and you’ll get me the entire throne, no more Father or the Council to keep screwing me over.”

      Rafa blinks. Stares at his sister, at the way the exhaustion has been pushed back, hiding deep in her eyes as a brilliant grin attempts to mask it. He blinks. Her smile wavers, hands dropping to clutch the fabric of her skirts. He blinks again.

      “I was on my way to the kitchens,” he says, sighing, and Raza’s smile drops completely, recognizing the annoyance lining his voice. She’s messing with me, he’s decided. His sister wouldn’t come spouting complete nonsense if she weren’t trying to make a fool of him in some way.

      He turns to leave, but her hand circles his wrist again, jerking him to a halt. “Brother, please. I’m serious.”

      Brother. It’s been years since she last used an honorific to address him. He looks at the firm grip of her hand—callused, years of swordplay hardening the skin in ways his dainty knives and daggers never could—then shifts his gaze to the window, calculating how much the sky has darkened since he last took note of it. If he’s to have enough time to steal some wine before meeting Van… “Ten minutes.” He turns to look her in the eye, gently shaking his arm out of her grasp. “You’ve ten minutes. I have a date soon.”

      She snorts at his choice of words, shoulders drooping and the smile returning to her face. “Date? You don’t know anyone but Van.”

      Untrue, but it may as well be the case, especially over the past year, so he offers a small smirk to return her grin.

      Like a candle snuffed out, the moment passes as quickly as it arises, and diplomatic neutrality replaces Raza’s smile, all business as she approaches the shadows and offers them a hand. Her Queen Face, Rafa likes to call it.

      “You know we maintain contact with Kahtsui-zen,” Raza states this as if it’s fact, a precursor to her coming explanation, and Rafa can only nod, hiding his wince and fighting the urge to say no, he doesn’t know that. He’s not welcome in anything concerning the governing of his country. How the hell would he know that?

      Besides, Kahtsui-zen walled itself off decades ago and has refused outside contact ever since. It’d never occurred to him there’d be official communications in place. Imports and exports, they’re all strictly handled by the port cities closest to the walls, the scant gates heavily guarded and every package inspected with more care than Rafa has ever put into doing anything.

      Truthfully, he can’t imagine why anyone would want to maintain contact with such a hostile land. Housing the only magic users in the world, it’s no surprise they would want to keep everyone else out, to keep their people in.

      Once more oblivious to Rafa’s rampant thoughts, the queen continues after the shadow puddle has been brought to its feet, “For months now, Ash has been writing letters to me. Not the Council, Rafa, and not Father, me.” Rafa shuffles backward as if the palpable excitement in her tone has a physical presence, the queen taking up more space in the room as her gesticulations grow broader with the rising of her voice. “You know why?”

      No, but he’s sure she’ll enlighten him, so he doesn’t entertain her with an answer.

      “Because he needs help, his whole country does, and the Council is refusing to offer aid.”

      Rafa fights the urge to raise an eyebrow. “And who is he to ask a queen for help?”

      Again, Raza flaps her hands around, dismissing his concerns. “He’s important, but that doesn’t matter right now. The point is, if we get him back into his country and help him, he’s promised to help us in return. We could finally get Father off the throne, Rafa.” She bounces on her heels in barely contained excitement, but Rafa’s skepticism is not deterred.

      He also can’t help but notice she’s switched her pleas to us and we, as if Rafa could possibly be a part of her apparent plans for conquest. Really, what do I have to do with any of this?

      He lowers his voice and makes sure she’s looking, really looking, into his eyes as he says, “You will need more than a fairy tale to convince me to throw away what’s left of my life for shadows, Little Sister.”

      This time, the queen doesn’t let his disbelief affect her smile. “Ask your questions.” Confidence hardens her words. “I can answer.”

      He takes a deep breath. Has she forgotten the question she dodged not two minutes ago? But, fine. Alright. I’ll bite. “What do you mean by getting him ‘back into’ his country?”

      If he weren’t paying close attention, he might have missed the way her smile falters, as though of all things she hadn’t expected him to address that portion. He presses on before she can deflect. “If he left the country, why can he not return?”

      “You of all people know how hard it is to get into the country⁠—”

      “If he left, why does he want to return?”

      Whether recognizing she won’t be able to steamroll him or simply unable to keep up her facade against his barrage, Raza dons her Queen Face once more, no longer jovial. Without answering, she turns to the shadows and her hands begin flying in a series of motions. Sign language.

      Rafa half expects the stranger not to respond—did she say his name was Ash?—but thin hands emerge from beneath folds of fabric and begin their own series of signs. Something about the way he moves unnerves Rafa, the sheer graceful fluidity of his signing, as if he does so underwater. It’s simultaneously as fast as Raza’s yet also painstakingly languid, resembling anything but the natural movements of a human. Rafa’s jaw begins to ache, and he has to be conscious not to grind it.

      My leg hurts. He shifts his weight and rubs the aching knee, tension exacerbating the dull pain that’s always present.

      Conversation with the stranger apparently ending, Raza turns to him once more. “His power was stolen,” she finally answers his question. “The matriarch—that’s the leader—is killing his people, and he can’t do anything about it because she’s stolen his power. He left to find help, and he found me. Right, we get him back in there, help him retrieve his power—Van’s good at that, right? Stealing things?—then he can take care of the matriarch. In turn, he’s promised Kahtsui-zen will align behind me. Not the Council or Father, they will help me, and that will be the push I need to take full control of my country before the Council mucks things up even further. Satisfied?”

      No, not at all. Rafa can only blink, stunned at the words his sister threw at him. There are so many holes in her explanation, he has no clue where to begin.

      One man effectively has the power to overthrow an entire government? How was such an ability stolen?

      More importantly, how, why, should Raza trust this man?

      It’s clear there are things she’s not telling him. Raza is smart. Surely, she knows Rafa isn’t stupid, knows he recognizes how horrible this apparent “plan” is.

      Besides, never minding all its heinous flaws, there is another large hiccough Rafa can’t look past. “This isn’t smuggling,” he tells his sister. “You’re asking me to join a coup.”

      “No,” she’s quick to deny. “I am asking you to help Ash join a coup. All I need is for you to get him and Van over the border. Rafa, you’ll be a hero. There is no more honorable a legacy.”

      She’s speaking his native language, but he doesn’t understand a word she says. What does a legacy matter to a man soon to die? His people already think the worst of him—one highly illegal operation is not likely to change that. He glances out the window, noting the moon that’s taken its place in the night sky, and Raza follows his eyes. Time’s up. “Think about it,” she says. “Overnight. And trust me, Brother, please. I only ask because I know you can do this.”

      No. The look he levels at her embodies exactly how much he disbelieves her words.

      She only asks because he’s dying in a month. It’s no skin off her nose if he fails this ludicrous mission. It might even please her to have him leave this world early, to not have her brother’s death bring her down on her birthday.

      He doesn’t tell her he’ll think about it. They both know he won’t be able to think about anything else. It’s rare enough his queen asks something of him, entrusts him with something. For it to be this, a mission she well knows is nowhere in the realm of possibility?

      Trust me. Meaning, just obey me, don’t question it, I know better than you.

      Right.

      Unable to rebuke her, he turns to leave.

      “Tell Van I said hello,” she calls when he reaches the partition.

      Rafa waves a lazy hand behind him, acknowledging her words but answering, “Tell them yourself.” He keeps his voice steady and calm, composed, body language reading as nothing but relaxed as he exits her room and beelines for the kitchens underground.

      All to hide the frown that’s making itself quite at home on his face.
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      Something that both he and Van had neglected to take into account, Rafa is beginning to realize, is that it’s cold outside. Winter is only three weeks away, after all. Or, rather, maybe he had neglected that small fact when agreeing to swim naked in a moon lake. Van probably doesn’t care.

      It’s not like they’re the one getting in the water.

      He’s ten minutes early, knowing full well Van will consider him late if he arrives even a second after them.

      He shivers against the cool wind, quickly uncapping the skein of wine he’d nabbed with the vain hope that a drink will warm him.

      It doesn’t.

      A strong gust tears through the trees, its whistling verging on violent as it tosses his braids all around, many smacking him in the face and prompting a string of curses.

      He’s finished half the wine by the time Van arrives, and without a word of greeting they take it from him and down a hearty swig of their own. He frowns when they hand it back, barely a quarter of the original amount left.

      “Right, so.” Van plops onto the ground, unbothered by the cold and the damp, muddy grass. They gesture at the lake, making odd, flailing motions with their hand, and seem to struggle to get the next word out. “So, strip.”

      Rafa rolls his eyes. On any other night, their shyness might be endearing, but right now he wants to get it over with so he can go sit in front of a fire. “Dive in?”

      They shake their head. “Uh, ju—mm, yes, no. Walk in. Like, wade, do it—” They thrust their arms out in a terrible swimming imitation, but Rafa gets the point.

      He sighs. “Shield your eyes.”

      Taking his cue, Van buries their face in their hands, eyes squeezed shut like a child expectantly awaiting a surprise. Rafa can’t help but smirk at the sight as he undoes the clasp at his neck and shrugs out of his loose shirt. Not wanting to get his clothes wet, he drops it in Van’s lap, and they blindly flail to grab it with a strangled cry. Rafa frees himself of the rest of his garments in the same manner, depositing them on his friend, and takes the first step into the lake.

      Vile curses immediately fly from his mouth—ones he’s not sure Van knows, considering they’d be using them prolifically if that were the case—as the water stabs every inch of his skin, pinpricks of icicles burrowing deep into muscle and forcing a violent shaking into his bones. He wades until he’s hip deep, then, knowing Van won’t dare open their eyes until he declares himself adequately covered, calls out, “Alright, Van.”

      Teeth chattering, he slowly spins to look at them, deciding not to mention their normally ivory-pale face is as red as if they’re standing next to fire. Van coughs into their elbow, clutching Rafa’s clothing to their chest with white knuckles.

      It’s only as their shaking hands raise it to cover their face that Rafa realizes Van must have ripped the page with the ritual right out of the book.

      “Right, yes. It says to sing a song, this song written here,” they shake the paper in the air, gesturing at the song as if Rafa can read it from fifteen feet away, “and then you submerge for—I think four seconds. The moon lake is supposed to strengthen… strengthen the song.”

      Their voice is small, trembling, a whisper lost as another strong gust strikes the trees. Rafa is shaking to his core, but he stays in the water. This is pointless. If it makes his friend feel better, though, he’s willing to endure a few minutes in frigid waters. “Sing it, then.”

      Van’s shoulders slump. Gathering their breath, they start rhythmically chanting—Rafa’s not quite sure he would call it singing—words in a language he knows they don’t speak. Kaizhen.

      Of course a magic song would be sung in the language of the magic lands, of Kahtsui-zen. The shudder that goes through him at the sound of it has very little to do with the cold.

      Van must have learned purely from the way the song is written down, the sounds of Rafa’s language, of Vantsaren, fumbling to translate the lilting, lyrical cadence of the other.

      Their pronunciation is terrible.

      Rafa sighs, inaudible, as the sonorous tune of their high voice carries over the grass, dancing across the lake to settle into the raised hairs of his skin. Every now and then, their voice catches, fumbling over the foreign syllables, the way their throat is closing with the futility of their actions. And the cold, probably, Rafa is willing to bet even if they adamantly refuse to admit it.

      When the final peals of their voice fade, Rafa holds his breath and drops to his knees, bending to duck his head under the water. The shock to his system is a swift strike to the gut, but he grits his teeth and bears the pain long enough to propel himself to the bank and climb back out of the water.

      Listening to the squelching of his wet feet and refusing to raise their head, Van holds out his clothes as he approaches, and he takes them without ceremony. He wishes, as he tries to wrestle dry fabric over wet skin, that one of them had thought to bring something to dry him off. A towel would be nice.

      A thief and a smuggler with absolutely no sense of foresight. They certainly make quite the pair.

      He doesn’t bother putting his shoes back on, choosing to hook the ribbon-like straps around his fingers instead. Fully dressed, he taps Van’s shoulder with a soft, “Let’s go,” and takes off before they can respond, too cold to wait.

      Their questions pelt him in the back as he races to his quarters. Well, did it work? Do you feel any different? Anything at all? He can’t muster the energy to answer, though. He hears in the way their voice quiets, fading out further with each question, that they eventually come to the same conclusion he’s had from the start: Of course it didn’t work.

      It’s simply a fact, and not one worth getting upset over. So he refuses to turn around, to see the realization settle into a frown on their face, to entertain their misplaced pity. It didn’t work, and he’s still going to die soon.

      It’s just a fact.

      Van helps him swaddle himself in blankets and stokes the fire once the two reach his room before remarking, a hint of forced humor dancing off their tongue as if trying to raise the mood, “You look like that fat dog the baker has, the shaggy one, all wet like that.”

      Rafa shoots them a withering glare, having no retort and more bitter about that than the insult itself.

      A few minutes pass in silence, Rafa taking the time to thaw out, to allow his thoughts to coalesce into something resembling coherence. The deep, calm breathing behind him, Van doing the same, is almost enough to lull him to sleep, so he forces himself to speak before his traitorous body decides to drift off. “Raza has a mission for us.”

      “Oh?” Sounds of shuffling fabric fill the room as Van apparently makes themself at home in his bed. “What is it?”

      Rafa turns fully in his chair, straddling it and crossing his arms over its back. “To smuggle an entire person into Kahtsui-zen.”

      Van’s movements pause, arm half-suspended and blanket hanging open as one leg rests on the bed. Slowly, deliberately, they nod and finish securing their place beneath the covers. Settled, they raise an eyebrow. “As opposed to only part of a person?”

      Rafa sighs. He leans his head back, facing the ceiling with closed eyes. “Unfortunately. If it were only a piece, I could probably throw it over the wall.”

      “Has your sister discovered some new tinctures, by any chance? I saw these weird mushrooms down by the⁠—”

      “By the arena, I know. They like blood.”

      “Blood? There are blood-sucking mushrooms in your palace?”

      “Van.”

      “Wait, no, I need to know more about these mushrooms⁠—”

      “Van. I need to give her an answer tomorrow.”

      Silence. Rafa half-opens his eyes, letting his head roll to the side to glance at them. Their mouth hangs open, the ghost of a smile curving the corners of their lips upward. “You’re serious? Obviously, it’s a no.”

      “Right.” He drops his chin to rest on his arms and turns to look out the window. Van is right, of course. They always are. Obviously, it would be a hard no to such an absurd request.

      Obviously.

      It doesn’t matter if he can’t get that vulnerable, pleading look in his sister’s tired eyes out of his mind. It’s of no consequence to anyone if he still feels the phantom of her strong grip encircling his wrist. Trust me, Brother.

      “You’re thinking about it. Rafa, why are you thinking about it?”

      He wishes he knew.

      You’ll be a hero.

      His fingers curl into fists. Something isn’t adding up. Raza is smarter than this. She personally saw to his healing when he returned from his last expedition to the walls of Kahtsui-zen with a shattered leg.

      So why the hell would she ever ask this of him?

      He wants to believe she wouldn’t, not unless she were entirely sure he could succeed. But how can she be sure of that? If anything, anything goes wrong, he’ll die before they even reach the walls. To bank on everything working perfectly, on nothing impeding his path, is a huge gamble, and Rafa prefers not to take such risks.

      Yet, he can’t deny the excited shiver that courses through him, the idea that, even for a moment, he could be part of something important, that his life would leave more of an impact than a stain upon his family. That his sister’s words are true, that he would be helping her take the throne, helping her bring down their father. Raza certainly deserves the throne more than anyone, and far be it from Rafa to help his overbearing father keep a position he should have forfeited by now.

      What kind of brother would he be if he didn’t at least secure his sister’s future before leaving her?

      Two, for daring to approach her.

      The words spill from his mouth before his thoughts have finished forming them. “I’m dying soon, anyway.” He shifts his head to look Van in the eyes, his stomach dropping as horror gradually crawls over their features. “Why not give it a shot?”

      Van is shaking their head before hearing his second query. “Rafa, no, you don’t know for sure you’re going to die, but if you try to pull this off, you’ll definitely—” They cut themself off, biting their tongue mid-sentence. Their brows furrow, and they twist the bedsheets into their clenched fists. Then, as if an idea is visibly dawning on them, their eyes widen, face expressing the same look Rafa’s come to liken with their coming up with ways to cause mischief. “Actually, maybe we should do it.”

      It’s Rafa’s turn to furrow his brows. “Van⁠—”

      “No, listen, Kahtsui-zen is the magic lands, right?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “So, what if someone there could save you? Think about it, what better way to fight fate than with magic? I mean, there’s got to be something out there, surely.” Their frown has morphed into a full grin, words speeding up and accent thickening as they continue talking, too excited to contain themselves and carefully measure their syllables as usual. For some reason, the sight of such joy rests like a heavy, almost unbearable weight on Rafa’s shoulders, as if exhaustion he hadn’t been entirely cognizant of has decided to firmly take hold.

      He drags his weary body from the chair, intent on joining Van in the bed and finishing the conversation from there, but they seem to interpret his standing differently and propel themself out from under the covers. “Let’s go tell her now, then.” They grab his hand and are leading him to the fabric partition of his room—the ugly, plain yellow that he loathes—before he’s processed their words.

      “Pardon?”

      “Why wait? She’ll drive herself mad not knowing your answer.”

      Van’s right, but Rafa honestly isn’t too concerned about calming his sister at the moment. She can afford to wait one night to get her answer. Knowing Raza, she probably already has a good idea of what he’ll say, in any case. He lets his friend lead him through the complex anyway, though, too tired to fight and still trying to understand that his mind has apparently been made to agree to Raza’s request. His stomach churns, the fear at the prospect before him undeniable. But, beneath it all, a fluttering thrill, excitement, is struggling to rise.

      He wishes he knew what to make of that, how to interpret the conflicting feelings warring in his stomach.

      Maybe it’s best not to think too hard.

      The two reach Raza’s room, and Van stops short, free hand uncertainly hovering in the space between them and the gorgeous swathe of regal fabric. “That’s one thing your country could benefit from,” they turn to grin sheepishly at Rafa before explaining, “Doors. I never know how to knock on these things.”

      Rolling his eyes, Rafa reaches forward and runs his hand across a line of metallic beads, their rain-like peals meant to rouse whoever lies inside.

      Sure enough, seconds later the fabric peels away and Raza stands in the shower of beads, holding several aloft to see her visitors clearly. Her eyes narrow on Rafa and Van’s clasped hands the instant she comes into view, and she asks, “Were you serious about it being a date?”

      Van throws Rafa’s hand away like a dirty rag, scowling at him as they hurry to correct, “Of course not,” at the same time as Rafa supplies, “Of course I was.”

      His smug smirk meets the full force of Van’s glare for several seconds before the queen clears her throat. “Can I help you two?”

      As if she doesn’t know exactly why Rafa is there, the only reason he would ever bring himself—or rather, be brought—to her quarters. “We’ll do it,” he rushes to say, seeing Van open their mouth and not wanting to give them a chance to flirt in front of him. Their continuing glare tells him they know what he’s doing, but he ignores it.

      Raza’s eyes widen, snapping onto his. “You will?”

      He nods, and a relieved smile breaks over the queen’s face. “Thank you, Brother. I knew I could count on you.”

      As she invites the two into her room to “hash out some details,” a small voice makes itself known in the back of Rafa’s mind, picking apart his sister’s words. I knew I could count on you. Yes, of course she knew. As far as Rafa’s aware, no one else on imperial grounds is as stupid as he is.

      He’s not so vain as to hope he won’t regret this.
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      There’s a reason Rafa prefers to leave late at night. Several, in fact. The biggest is that no one can question him, especially if they’re also inexplicably out in the middle of the night. So, when Raza had decreed he’d be better off leaving as soon as possible, meaning the minute the sun rose the next morning, he was against it. Vehemently.

      He’s pretty sure Van fell asleep sometime during the twins’ hour-long argument over the matter.

      But he gave in. Tired of fighting and wanting nothing more than to crawl into bed, he’d conceded. He’d told her, fine, he’ll get up early and start the impossible mission first thing in the morning. 

      Now, glaring at the bright orb staining the sky an array of pinks and oranges, he sorely wishes he wasn’t so weak-willed. Has he had enough sleep? Probably. Around six hours or so, no more or less than usual. Does that mean he’s at all thrilled to have risen with the sun rather than long after it though?

      No. No, it doesn’t.

      Van will meet him somewhere down the road. They’re technically not supposed to be on imperial grounds at all—though most turn a blind eye to it—and thus always leave in the middle of the night regardless of Rafa’s own schedule. Rafa assumes the case is the same for his cargo, the queen’s shadowy friend. Raza’d told him she’d ensure the man meets him “somewhere along the way.”

      Rafa’s feet drag like weights as he treks through the complex, struggling to shake off the dregs of sleep. His brain hardly ever works as he wishes it would in the mornings—yet another reason he prefers to operate at night. 

      Years of experience have taught him to expect any number of troubles arising from disrupting his usual late-night routines. So, when a deep, rough voice sounds from behind him, instantly sending him sprawling to his knees, he’s not surprised.

      Agitated, especially with Raza, but not surprised.

      “Where are you going, Boy?” his father asks him, destroying the early morning quiet like a roaring wind.

      The most important reason Rafa prefers to operate at night: the king is a morning person.

      “Town,” Rafa answers honestly, curt response spoken to the marble tile inches from his bowed face.

      “‘Town?’” Sharp footsteps grow louder. The king approaches him, but the reverberations of his boots on such flooring make it hard for Rafa to pinpoint where he is, and the prince doesn’t dare look up. “With such a bag about your back? You plan to travel so close to your sister’s birthday?”

      One, for daring to forget your place.

      Rafa swallows, his body shivering with the amount of tension ratcheting through him. This is the last time he ever listens to Raza. There’s no point in lying. He’ll only get persecuted further. The easiest way out is to tell the truth and hope his father loses interest. “Yes.”

      “Do not plan to return, then.”

      The words fall like flakes of snow, each delicately landing on Rafa’s head, mingling, melting into his hair, disappearing as if never spoken. The king’s voice is without inflection, neither angry nor upset, stating the words as banal fact, implication of if you leave now, don’t bother coming back a chill winter air that envelops Rafa, suffocates him.

      And who is he to argue?

      He hadn’t necessarily considered returning, hadn’t wanted to give life to events that, as long as he ignores their looming presence, still seem so far away.

      It doesn’t make sense for Rafa’s throat to be closing. His father has certainly said crueler things. Telling him not to come home is more of a kindness. And it’s hardly the first time he’s said something along those lines, either.

      Rafa doesn’t understand why he struggles to get a response out, why his feeble “Yes, Father” is hardly more than a crack in a thin sheet of ice, his entire body on the verge of shattering.

      His father is right, not at all remiss in saying such things, so why should Rafa have any trouble accepting it, taking the decree in stride as he does everything else? He shouldn’t.

      It makes no sense.

      Rafa waits until the world stills around him, no signs of any footsteps as the king traipses off to wherever he’s been summoned. Probably another meeting with Raza. She seems to have been requesting a lot of those, lately.

      He waits until the silence is oppressive, until his hips shake with the effort of holding himself folded over in such a way. Then, he rises, rolling his shoulders and bouncing on his feet to cast off the chill that’s overtaken him.

      It takes him longer than he’s willing to admit to compose himself and leave imperial grounds.

      The first person he expects to run into is Van. 

      What he doesn’t foresee is nearly tripping over a sentient puddle of shadows just outside the gate.

      The cargo. What was his name—Ash?

      Rafa stumbles to a halt before he steps on the man. Ash is sitting on the grass, leaning against one of the four pillars denoting the entrance to imperial grounds. The black of his wispy clothing is a blot of ink against the winding pastel reds. He doesn’t look up as Rafa approaches, blank eyes trained unblinkingly at some distant point on the horizon. His brows are drawn, though, slightly enough that Rafa wouldn’t have noticed had he not been scrutinizing the man’s visible features more closely than is probably warranted. 

      The man had been present through all of Rafa’s discussions with Raza—and is fluent in Vantsaren, the queen had thrice ensured Rafa is fully aware—so he knows he can’t ignore the prince’s existence, right? 

      Rafa clears his throat and, when the shadows continue to not so much as twitch, says, “It wouldn’t be wise to linger here.”

      Though still giving no signs of acknowledging Rafa, the man does stand. He rises to his feet like a puppet slowly pulled upright by its strings, and for the first time Rafa has a chance to take in his whole outfit. He looks to be wearing skirts, the layers of thin, wispy fabric concealing his legs like a shroud of black, smoky mist, seeming to move despite the man’s holding ramrod still. The shirt, in contrast, hugs a thin frame, outlining lean, wiry muscles compacted into long arms and a relatively short torso. Despite that, he’s taller than Rafa, and Rafa can’t help but momentarily mourn the fact that he can’t see how impossibly long the shadow’s legs must be. 

      Only for a moment, though.

      A moment that quickly passes as Rafa forces himself to focus, to gather his bearings before setting out on a weeks-long trek with the silent stranger. His thoughts are already racing with the pragmatics, trying and failing to figure out how he can ensure all the man’s needs are met.

      The quickest way to return his mind to equilibrium is to have Van nearby to ground him, so he decides to take a chance and ask, “You wouldn’t happen to have seen a red-haired sprite about?”

      The shadowy wraith stares blankly for so long, Rafa is sure Ash has no intention of ever answering the question. Then, without warning, the man jerks his head to his right. 

      Rafa bites his tongue against a sigh, recognizing a curt dismissal, a clear don’t talk to me, when he sees one. Even when the other party is verbal, it seems to be the only reaction he can ever elicit from strangers. His reputation certainly does precede him, after all.

      He ignores the kernel of hurt trying to burrow its way into his chest. This man is from a solitary country, for stars’ sake. How aware of the rumors could he possibly be? How conceited does that make Rafa, to automatically assume such is the reason for Ash’s dismissiveness?

      Rafa forces himself to step back, to be objective. It’s evident Ash doesn’t trust him yet. If they’ve one thing in common, it’s that they’re both only here on Raza’s request. Rafa can certainly appreciate that, the sway his sister has over people, if nothing else. The fact that Ash answered his question in any capacity should be appreciated, no? Trust is something that can be earned in time.

      Unfortunately, somewhere off in the general direction of northeast does little to tell Rafa where Van is currently lurking, so he still sighs. He’s bound to run into his friend eventually, hopefully sooner rather than later. The most he can do is walk, then. “Let’s go.”

      He scans his cargo once more before turning away, noting with only marginal disdain that the man carries no pack or supplies of his own.

      Rafa’s not taken two steps into the forest’s line of trees before a prickling races over his skin, a feeling of being watched. He glances back to find the man’s head bowed, truly looking like a shadow as the one uncovered patch of skin he has is hidden from sight. Not him.

      Rafa rolls his shoulders and cracks his neck. Stubborn, lingering tension.

      It’s a few minutes after he’s resumed walking that the sight of Ash fully registers in his mind, and Rafa furrows his brows. Why is the man skulking about like a chastened child? Rafa turns again, walking backwards to observe the man who never once raises his head. 

      “Are you alright?” Rafa ventures to ask. His question stops the man as suddenly as if a rope has been pulled taut, spine straightening as his head shoots up and he levels the same flat, blank look at Rafa as before. 

      Ash doesn’t nod, doesn’t shake his head, doesn’t show any intention of answering, and every second that crawls by in the thick silence is another nettle pricking under Rafa’s skin. He purses his lips. Is it distrust, wariness of being led around by a strange man? What else could leave Ash so reluctant to give Rafa any hint of communication?

      “I’m not—” Rafa bites his lip, cutting himself off as his mind nearly spins out of his own grasp, trying to decide the best way to phrase this. “I don’t expect you to speak,” he finally decides to explain. He keeps his voice quiet, adopting what he hopes is a comforting tone. “We’ll be traveling on foot for quite a ways. I want you to tell me if there’s anything you need.” I want you to trust me, he has to fight the urge to add. Trust him enough to ask for help if he needs it, a break. Trust him enough to, at the very least, know he need only ask to stop and Rafa will listen. Far better to establish these things from the start than allow his charge to run themself into the ground out of fear. 

      Suffice to say, Rafa has learned that lesson the hard way, taken a person’s willingness to silently be led along for granted one too many times. 

      But still, Ash doesn’t respond in the slightest, hardly even seems to blink as he stands frozen in front of Rafa. 

      Chewing on the inside of his cheek, Rafa takes a deep breath and chooses a different approach. “My name is Rafa,” he tries, hiding the way he cringes as the words come out of his mouth, the fact that Raza made both their names clear to one another at the forefront of his mind. “I don’t know how much you know about me, if anything, but please know I’d like to work with you, as we travel.”

      Agitation begins to creep in as his words continue to elicit no response, and Rafa fights to keep his features neutral. It doesn’t help that Ash’s eyes, the one feature he has uncovered, are blank as ever, staring unwaveringly at Rafa as if seeing right through him. As if he isn’t even there. 

      Unable to stop his shoulders from drooping as he bites back the sigh that wants to escape, Rafa finally breaks their uncomfortable eye contact and roots around in his pockets for a moment. Fingers brushing against a familiar substance, he pulls out a stick of charcoal. The only paper he comes across is a wrinkled scrap of parchment, though he can’t for the life of him remember how such a thing ended up in his pockets. 

      Attempting one more approach to hopefully ease the shadow’s terse silence, Rafa presents the charcoal and parchment like an offering. “I don’t know signs,” he explains. “Not like Raza does. If you’ve something to say—anything—write it down.”

      The man makes no move to take the proffering, and Rafa bites his cheek against the irritation that wants to rise. He just doesn’t trust you yet, he has to remind himself, repeating the words like a mantra. And why would Ash trust him? He’s never met Rafa yet has been thrust into the prince’s company, separated from the person he had actually asked for help. 

      Rafa lowers his voice even further, trying to sound as gentle and reassuring as he can. “I can read Kaizhen, if you are not familiar with Vantsaren writing. Either is fine.”

      As Rafa’s platitudes continue to garner no response in the slightest, he sighs and lays the writing utensils on the ground in front of Ash’s feet. He’s conscious of the way the shadow’s eyes slowly, barely follow his movements, as if the man’s field of vision is greater than the average human’s and he needs to exert little energy to watch others.

      As he resumes walking, Rafa is struck by the thought that, if things continue in this fashion, this will be a long mission. His head is split enough trying to devise the best route to the country before he dies. So long as the shadow maintains his stony reticence, Rafa will have to devote more attention than he’d normally like to ensuring the man is alright.

      He can’t say he’s looking forward to the endeavor.
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      Half an hour of walking later, Rafa finally catches a glimpse of the golden tip of one of Van’s boots. He rounds a corner to find his friend lying at the base of a tree, feet propped on the large roots with their hands clasped on a steadily rising stomach.

      Asleep.

      Rafa huffs out a small laugh, instinctually wanting to turn and give his companion
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