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For all the relationship misfits, 

You will find your people.
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The scene:
Isandor, the City of Spires. A nexus of eccentric towers in which bickering merchant families vie for power through overbearing shows of wealth and endless trade wars. At its edge is an enclave from the Myrian Empire, a conquering mageocracy of dubious ethics and an economic powerhouse meddling in local politics.


A few key players:

Diel Dathirii, Head of Isandor’s only elven noble house, an eternal idealist.
Master Avenazar, Leader of the Myrian Enclave, ruthless and powerful mage.
Nevian Ollu, young Myrian apprentice, stubbornly trying to learn magic despite Avenazar’s abuse.
Varden Daramond, High Priest of Keroth. Talented artist, loving soul, powerful fire-wielder.
Branwen Dathirii, Dathirii spymaster, master of disguise and owner of the greatest wardrobe.

 

City of Strife

Our story begins on a cold late autumn day, on a plaza surrounded by a great many shops. Avenazar has caught his apprentice, Nevian, there, and he intends to show his discontent in the traditional means: by shooting pain through his forearm until it overwhelms his mind. For Diel Dathirii, a witness to the event, this is one-too-many horrible acts from the Myrian. He interrupts, and tells Master Avenazar know that the Myrian Enclave will no longer be tolerated, and he will do all in his power to eradicate them from Isandor’s politics.

Thus begins the hostilities that underpin our tale. Diel Dathirii returns home and musters his forces: cousins, nieces and nephews, lover and steward. The plan is two-pronged: to protect his network of local merchants, and to convince other Houses of Isandor to rally against the Myrian Enclave. Master Avenazar is, however, much more direct: he instructs the enclave’s High Priest to walk into a Dathirii-affiliated shop and burn it to the ground.

Varden Daramond knows better than to refuse. His position is ever-precarious; in Myria, his people are more frequently slaves than titled priests. When he finds Branwen Dathirii inside, he knows he is expected to kill her. Instead, he whisks her away to his quarters, hiding her until she can escape. Winter solstice is coming, and most of the Enclave will be attending an all-night ritual to mark it, providing a perfect opportunity. In the meantime, their rocky start turns into mutual respect, then quiet friendship.

Little do they know, Varden will not make it through winter solstice unscathed. You see, all this time Nevian has been sneaking out of the enclave to meet with a mentor, and Varden, feeling kinship with another rebellious soul, has known and helped this. But when Nevian is spotted leaving—in the distance, unidentified—it is Varden, the outsider and easy scapegoat, who is accused.

Master Avenazar is all too happy to confirm the accusations by invading Varden’s mind—and in the process, he learns of Branwen’s ongoing escape and Nevian’s outing in Isandor. He ditches the High Priest and teleports to his apprentice. While Master Avenazar carefully and painfully erases all of Nevian’s knowledge of magic, Branwen interrupts him with a well-placed dagger throw then makes a narrow escape afterwards. Helpful, but not quite enough to save Nevian, who falls of the bridge.

And here we must interrupt, for there is another story unfolding in Isandor, one far from the high towers of nobles and the troubles of the Myrian Enclave. This second tale started in a Shelter, little more than a hovel squeezed between two towers, where those of meagre fortunes can find a roof and a meal for free. We should, perhaps, introduce some new key players.


Arathiel Brasten, drifter from the past, returned after 130 years in a magical trap, all senses drained.
Calleran Masset (Cal), servant of Ren, luckiest and most generous soul.
Hasryan Fel’ethier, secret assassin for the Crescent Moon Mercenary, open sass master.
Larryn, owner and cook of the Shelter, a bubbling stew of anger and spite.
Drake Allastam, firstborn son of House Allastam, uses the power and privilege to harass those less lucky.
Sora Sharpe, investigator for Isandor’s Sapphire Guards. Quick of wits and pigheaded.
Lady Camilla Dathirii, centuries-old elven lady, dispenser of tea, cookies, and wisdom.



Now that we have that settled, let’s rewind a moment, to Arathiel’s arrival in the docks of Isandor, wet and out of luck, a stranger in his own city, a ghost uncertain of his future. He finds his way to the Shelter, where through luck and Cal’s insistence, he integrates three friends’—Larryn, Hasryan, and Cal—regular card games. In particular, he bonds with Hasryan, with whom he shares an easy understanding; two outsiders struggling to let others in.

It is during one of these card games, up in a fancier tavern of the Middle City, that the group is interrupted by Drake Allastam, who has an antagonistic history with Larryn. It takes less than a minute for it to devolve into a fight, and while Hasryan gets a solid headbutt in, the fight lasts long enough for guards to walk in, and Hasryan is arrested.

Nothing would’ve come out of it if not for Sora Sharpe’s eagle eye. She ties Hasryan’s dagger—an unique weapon with a jagged blade and the ability to produce electricity—to several unsolved murders, and pins him down for them, prolonging his stay in prison. One of these, the death of Lady Allastam, remains the highest profile assassination of Isandor’s history. No big deal, Hasryan tells himself. He didn’t do it. A bribe and a lie, and his boss will get him out of there. 

Except she doesn’t. The head of the Crescent Moon organization leaves him out to hang, confirming the dagger is his—a dagger she gave him, shortly after Lady Allastam’s death. After a decade of working together, the person Hasryan trusted most, the woman who’d picked him off the streets and taught him to survive has scapegoated him through a ploy she had set up over a decade ago. 

That knowledge shatters Hasryan as surely as his trust and, dejected, he is ready to give up and wait for his execution—but his friends certainly aren’t. Unaware of their friend’s real job and angered that he is being scapegoated, Larryn and Cal plan to use the winter solstice as cover to sneak into the prisons, pretending to be two priests. 

And this brings us back to winter solstice, and to poor Nevian falling off a bridge—only to crash right in front of Cal. Cal, with his very limited healing skills and big heart, with his absolute faith in the randomness of life and his own, ridiculous luck. Cal, who is awaited for a prison infiltration but stops, knowing this teenager’s life is in his hands. He can only interpret this happenstance as the will of his deity.

He patches what he can, and is running back to the Shelter to gather help bringing Nevian back when he finds Arathiel. Flustered, desperate to save Nevian, filled with guilt over his absence from the prison heist, Cal unburdens all of his worries on calm, patient Arathiel.

It is worth noting that Arathiel, who was alive in the city a hundred and thirty years ago, held a noble title at the time. He has been recognized by Lady Camilla Dathirii, with whom he has shared tea multiple times since, and to whose door he runs that night. She had offered help—any help he wished—and it is direly needed now. To send healers to Nevian, certainly, but that is not all he intends to ask. Arathiel has no intention of letting Hasryan’s execution go through, but he’ll need help to stop it and to hide afterwards.

Larryn is not one to be deterred by Cal’s absence (although he is certainly one to be angered by it). He makes his way to Hasryan’s cell and prepares to free him—until Hasryan, desperate for someone, anyone, to accept him without any lies left, tells him about his true job. Shocked, already primed for anger, Larryn tells him off, and is forced to flee before he can get over himself and fix his initial reaction.

When he reaches his Shelter once again, all of his anger is bottled tied and ready to blow at the one friend who should have been there. Cal’s attempts to defend himself only infuriates him further, and in the heat of the yelling match, his fist flies faster than his brain, knocking Cal to the ground with a solid punch.

And thus the winter solstice night comes to an end. Branwen has returned to the Dathirii Tower and into her family’s loving arms, but few others have had such luck. Varden is imprisoned in the Enclave, at Avenazar’s mercy, and Nevian clings to life only through sheer stubbornness, his memory of magic erased. The long-standing friendship between Cal, Larryn, and Hasryan has shattered, existing fissures finally cracking. 

But not all is lost, as they say, and in the following days, as Branwen and Lord Dathirii struggle to convince Isandor nobles to ally against the Myrian Enclave, Arathiel’s plans solidify and come to fruition. On the morning of Hasryan’s execution, he is ready.

So we come to our last scene, a park commemorating one of the city’s founders with the delightful habit of hanging criminals above it. On bridges above, the high-born have gathered to celebrate the capture and execution of Isandor’s most infamous criminal. Below, Lower City residents fume at one of their own once more sacrificed on the altar of politics. 

Moving through the crowd towards the investigator responsible for it all is Camilla Dathirii, an old elven lady—perfectly innocent and respectable, here only for congratulations, of course. And when, in the process of doing so, she drops her purse and provokes a small commotion of guards trying to help pick it up before everything rolls off the bridges, it is also without malice, and not at all the distraction Arathiel has been waiting for. Of course. (It is.)

Nevertheless, Arathiel uses the opportunity to drop into their midst, blades drawn, and sprints for Hasryan. He is outnumbered, but he possesses one advantage no other has: he does not feel pain any more than he does cold or touch. Wounds that would stagger other fighters leave him unfazed, and so despite his profuse bleeding, he pushes through the Sapphire Guard surrounding Hasryan and they escape by leaping into the park below.

The landing is hard—impossible for one who does not feel the pressure of ground under his feet. Arathiel’s ankle snaps when they hit the park, destroying any chance he has of walking away from his spectacular rescue and the chaos that will ensue. Only Hasryan slips away, clinging to the written address offered by Arathiel and the certainty he still has at least one friend in Isandor willing to risk it all for him.

He does not expect the safehouse to be Lady Camilla’s quarters, nor does he anticipate the delicious butterscotch cookies awaiting him and the crash of emotions they will bring. He sits in the living room, cookies in hand, unexpected acceptance washing over him while on a balcony nearby—a few stories above, really—Diel Dathirii considers his few remaining options. 

The nobles of Isandor refuse to help him, the Myrian threat is growing, and they hold a man to whom his niece owes her life. But today he saw a man who does not know pain—a man he knew, over a century ago, as caring and courageous. Arathiel’s aid would destroy the political goodwill he has left, but what good is that, when all of his allies rebuked him? The choice is simple and dangerous, and he is ready to make it.

Here ends City of Strife, but certainly not their adventure.

 

City of Betrayal

All of Isandor is searching for Hasryan, some for revenge, others to save their friend. Only Arathiel knows where he hid, however, and he is recovering from the dangerous escape, cuffed to a bed in the Sapphire Guards Headquarters. What time he has awake, he spends with Investigator Sora Sharpe, who is desperate to understand why this stranger—this unknown noble from a time long passed—has risked everything for the city’s most infamous criminal. Arathiel has no answers to give: the bond he shares with Hasryan is not easily explained with words and his sense of rightfulness goes beyond the city’s laws.

What could (and should) have been a prolonged stay in prison is interrupted by Lord Dathirii, who brings his political influence to bear in order to cut a deal with Arathiel: temporary freedom if the man is willing to lend him his aid against the Myrian Enclave.

The time eventually comes for his mission, and Arathiel has been allowed to call for help—a favour Cal is more than happy to grant him. They are to assemble in Lord Dathirii’s office. However, on the same day, through circumstances and quick deduction, Kellian Dathirii, the family’s guard captain, figures out that Lady Camilla is involved in hiding Hasryan and confronts her about it. She refuses to give in, and instead challenges him to arrest her for her crime and brings her to the Sapphire Guard headquarters—a challenge Kellian readily accepts.

Hasryan, a witness to the confrontation, refuses to let Camilla face prison on his behalf. As soon as possible, he sneaks his way up the Dathirii tower, to Lord Dathirii’s office, and warns Diel Dathirii of his aunt’s arrest, risking his own fate in the process. Instead of bringing him to the guards, Diel ropes Hasryan into his Myrian Enclave mission, adding invaluable assassin skills to the infiltration team.

And thus Hasryan finds himself part of a small team with Arathiel, who has saved him when he thought everything lost, and Cal, who had never given up on him and is thrilled to prove it through spontaneous hugs and squeals of joy. Their last member is none other than Branwen, the driving heart of the mission, who will gladly take any help if it lets them extract Varden from his terrible situation. 

They set off as night falls, and their infiltration starts without a hitch—in no small part thanks to Cal’s subtle luck-bending magic. Only, Varden is no longer in his cell. Master Avenazar has dragged him out of it, to the great brazier in Keroth’s Temple, to try a brand new spell of his own devising. With it, he slams into Varden’s mind, forcing him to channel Keroth’s power through the flames, and uses the magic to further nourish his spell and wipe Varden’s spirit out of his own body and mind.

Branwen’s team arrives just in time to interrupt the ritual, but the confrontation is not without pain. They must also face not only Avenazar’s deadly green whips of magic, but also Varden’s streams of fire, as the High Priest has not regained control of himself. Hasryan’s successful stealth-and-stab breaks the spell, but by that time Arathiel has been flung directly into the brazier’s great flames. And here, several things happen at once.

First, the ritual’s accumulated power goes haywire, causing an explosion which collapses the temple, and which the ragtag team only escapes with a magical bubble shielding them. Second, Arathiel’s contact with the fire causes him brutal and entirely unexpected pain. His scream is what causes the third event: Varden, in possession of himself once again, pulls fire away from Arathiel and uses every inch of his power to keep them both safe. Although no one is left unscathed, the entire team is alive when the dust falls, and they are ready to head home.

Here we must pause again, for there are many agents whose story has unfolded in the sidelines, more quietly perhaps, but in a way no less essential to our tapestry, in House Dathirii and in the Enclave both. These key players are: 


Vellien Dathirii, youngest Dathirii cousin, anxious singer and expert healer.
Hellion Dathirii, arrogance and drama incarnate. Convinced of his own cunning and the supremacy of elves.
Lord Allastam, Head of House Allastam, father to Drake. Arrogant and choleric. His wife was assassinated a decade ago.
Master Jilssan Wich, second in command at the Myrian Enclave, transmutation specialist, irremediable pragmatic.

 

While his infiltration team made its way into the Enclave, Diel Dathirii attends a meeting of Isandor’s ruling instance, the Golden Table. Here, nobles from the most prominent houses gather to decide of the city’s future—or, in this case, that of House Dathirii’s. Lord Allastam leads the charge against Diel, angered that he dared free Arathiel, the man who’d stopped the execution of his wife’s killer. The price to pay for rescuing Varden is steeper than Diel Dathirii had expected, however: by the end of the Table’s meeting, House Dathirii has lost all of its seats around it, and thus its claim at nobility.

The political downfall is only the first of Diel’s problems tonight. Without titles, he and his family are unprotected, and he returns to his home to find it invaded by Allastam soldiers. Worse, he is brought to the elf who betrayed him and, with Allastam’s help, claimed his place. Hellion Dathirii awaits him in Diel’s own office, smug and convinced he can force Diel to yield his place publicly, but Lord Allastam has other plans. He has struck another deal, this one with Master Avenazar, and promised to send him Diel as a prize. In the dark of night, Diel Dathirii is shipped towards the Myrian Enclave, shackled and shattered.

He is received by Master Jilssan Wich, but their brief chat is interrupted by the temple’s explosion. Jilssan immediately heads out, and on her way there she intercepts Branwen’s team. Jilssan has been known for her ambition and ruthlessness, but over the course of this conflict, she has witnessed the depths of Avenazar’s cruelty and, more importantly, his fickleness. By now, she knows neither she nor her apprentice are safe around him, and the only people foolish enough to openly fight him are Diel Dathirii and his people. So she tells them Diel is here, at the Enclave, allowing Branwen and the others to save him. When it becomes clear none of them can return to the Dathirii Tower, now under Allastam control, Cal offers his home as temporary shelter.

This should, by all means, have marked the end of their troubles for the night. Unfortunately not, but to understand what comes next, we must return to the lower levels of Isandor.

While political players make their moves, Nevian continues his slow recovery at the Shelter. He is aided by young Vellien Dathirii, who through frequent visits helps him restore his missing memories and slowly heal both body and mind. The rest of his time is spent relearning his spells, a fact not unnoticed by Larryn, who has been feeding and housing him. In exchange for these, Nevian accepts to work on a spell to try and track down Hasryan.

The scrying spell is cast on the night of the infiltration, with Larryn looking in, and they find Hasryan as he infiltrates the enclave, at a time where he is alone with Branwen. Larryn concludes House Dathirii is secretly holding him, and he takes it upon himself to arrange a hostage exchange: when young Vellien steps into the Shelter that night, he kidnaps them.

The ransom letter for Vellien is, shall we say, not well-received. It is, however, received in the presence of Hasryan, who offers to sneak to the Shelter and talk some sense into his old friend. It is their first meeting since the attempted prison break and it turns into a rocky one, but Hasryan is firm and clear: the Dathirii are helping him, and Larryn needs to get his shit together and his anger under control, both for his friendship with Cal and for his own sake. Vellien is freed and returns with Hasryan to Cal’s house, where their healing talent will be welcome at Varden’s bedside.

Here ends City of Betrayal. Master Avenazar is grievously wounded but House Dathirii is in disarray, its members split throughout the city—some in Cal’s home, others trapped in the Dathirii Tower.

 

City of Betrayal

In which new key players come to the limelight:


Brune, Leader of the Crescent Moon Mercenaries, Hasryan’s old boss
Lady Amake Brasten, Head of House Brasten, ambition and ethics combined.
Lady Mia Allastam, the caged bird, preparing her escape.

Now that she’s helped Diel Dathirii once, Jilssan knows she either keeps going, or lose alongside them. She uses the chaos at the Enclave to cover her tracks, then buys everyone some time by poisoning Master Avenazar behind the healers’ back. Lord Dathirii might have failed to kill him, but with an assassin at his employ, she reasons it’s only a matter of time before Hasryan returns to finish the job.

That is, of course, without counting on Diel’s rigid ethics. Unaware of Jilssan’s hopes, he uses the time to rest in Cal’s home, his presence kept secret while Branwen (sonder) her spy network and he formulates a new plan. Helped by Vellien’s magic and under Arathiel’s very attentive care, Varden slowly recovers from his ordeal. But time is ticking, and Diel needs allies urgently.

He can think of only one: Lady Brasten, who has voted in his favour during the Golden Table and recognized Arathiel Brasten as one of their own despite his very public rescue of Hasryan. Accompanied by Branwen and Arathiel, he petitions her for support and is welcomed with open arms. She offers them quarters as well as official backing and her considerable political acumen in the coming battles. They pen a missive to officialise her support and recognize him as the true leader of House Dathirii.

His return makes quite the splash, and among others, the ripples affect three important figures caught inside the Dathirii Tower, who vowed to fight Hellion together.


Yultes Dathirii, once liaison with House Allastam, now Hellion’s steward. Uncertain of his loyalties.

Jaeger Larethian, once the stalwart steward and nerves of the House, always Diel’s lover.

Garith Dathirii, Dathirii coinmaster and incorrigible flirt. Branwen’s cousin.

 

The trio has been hard at work tricking the Dathirii books to thwart Hellion’s designs and spare most of the household staff from a brutal culling. Frustrated by it, Hellion has been playing hot-and-cold with Yultes, switching from best friend of decades to dismissive boss on a whim. When Hellion receives Diel’s challenge, he is furious and threatens Jaeger again, but Yultes successfully steers him away from violence by proposing a grand reception with the remaining members of House Dathirii instead.

The Dathirii Tower is not the only one to hear of Diel’s presence within House Brasten and, frustrated by his lack of initiative, Jilssan seeks him out in the cover of night and gets him to agree to her version of events—one in which Lord Allastam never sent him to the Enclave, and thus betrayed the Myrian Enclave. A lie she repeats to Master Avenazar, who promptly orders Drake Allastam killed in retaliation.

Unfortunately, Drake is not alone when the Myrian mages come for him. They find him in a scuffle with Sora Sharpe, who’d just defended Larryn from his harassment, and decide not to be particular about their targets. In the brief fight that ensues, Larryn only keeps his life in extremis, managing to kill both Myrians, and Sora is grievously injured. At a loss about what to do, Larryn brings her to the closest safe place he can think of: Cal’s home.

The reunion is awkward, to say the least. Larryn is shaken to the core by the lives he took, but when Cal tries to comfort him, he pushes him away—not out of anger, he says, but because he’s yet to deserve it. It’s Hasryan’s impromptu arrival that helps him work through the worst of his panic. The assassin also elects to stay and reveal his presence to Sora, forcing her to choose her side once and for all. 

Once Sora has promised not to arrest him, they hit it off, a long conversation that sprawls for hours and over the course of which Sora invites him for breakfast at her place. There is, she has realised, one Dathirii who has been missing since the day of the Golden Table: Kellian Dathirii. She needs help finding him. Present at the breakfast are also Camilla, who has been staying at Sora’s place, along with Branwen. Together, they narrow the possible location of Kellian to two: the Allastam Tower or Brune’s headquarters.

Meanwhile, Jilssan has moved to phase two of her plan: rile Lord Allastam against Master Avenazar. She attends an audience with him with the intent of accusing him of betraying them and prompting a retaliation—and it works. Only, he retaliates immediately, on her, and locks up her in the cells at the heart of the Allastam Tower. 

Without Jilssan to poison Master Avenazar, the dangerous wizard finally recovers. He inquires after her to the last of our key characters, Isra Enezi, Jilssan’s apprentice—Isra who unfortunately holds two very important secrets: that Jilssan has betrayed him, and that Nevian is still alive. When he painfully crashes through her mind, she is able to hide the first, but not the second, and Master Avenazar is all too thrilled to learn his apprentice has somehow survived. He releases Isra, eager to return to a favourite toy.

He shows up at the Shelter and is gleefully plowing through Larryn’s courageous but futile resistance when Nevian—hearing the familiar dreaded cackles and the cries of people he’s come to care about—emerges from his room and surrenders himself. Master Avenazar takes him back and invades his mind.

Nevian discovers his careful healing with Vellien has granted him unprecedented knowledge of his own mind, and that with it he can dodge Avenazar’s assault … for a time. Luckily, Avenazar has not fully recovered from his poisoning, and his recent burst of magic exhausted him. He quickly leaves Nevian alone.

In the brief interlude, Isra comes with apologies, spills out Jilssan’s secret betrayal as well as her research into spells to protect themselves from Avenazar’s attacks. Nevian, who for the first time has managed to defend himself, demands to see it all—and soon combines his lived experience with theory into the sketches of a spell.

Meanwhile, Varden has joined forces with Vellien and Larryn to mount a rescue mission. They travel through the Shelter’s fire and into the Enclave, and through fire and luck, extricate Nevian from his room. This leaves Isra behind, and she decides to buy everyone time. She coats a letter opener with poison, stabs Avenazar with it, and barely escapes with her life, to take refuge in House Brasten.

Unaware of the sudden escalation outside, the Dathirii Tower has completed preparations for Hellion’s great reception. Yultes has rigged it to fail: lacklustre food, inconvenient accident, and a Dathirii banner set to fall on Hellion. While all the Dathirii nobles are gathered and enduring the less-than-stellar reunion, Branwen makes her way through the tower, to Jaeger, hoping to sneak him out. They are caught, and Hellion brings them to the main hall where he makes an unexpected offer: anyone who has no wish to follow his leadership can leave unarmed, and House Dathirii will continue without them.

Jaeger laughs at his face. He claims the Tower as his home and refuses to abandon it to Hellion, no matter the threat. Before Hellion can retaliate, Yultes signals for the banner to fall on him, humiliating him in front of everyone. Jaeger slips back to his quarters in the chaos that ensues, and Yultes is soon left to deal with an infuriated an inebriated Hellion. His attempts to placate his friend earn him a brutal slap, the first time Hellion’s rebuttals have become physical, and Yultes retreats with sharp words for Hellion, an open defiance of his leadership he had never dared before.

While this is where we have left the Dathirii Tower, its equilibrium whittled to a thin breaking point, there is one last piece of the story to bring forth; one last foolish decision to be recounted. When Hasryan learns of the assault on the Shelter and Larryn’s brush with death, he decides he’s had enough. He sneaks into the Allastam Tower, officially to find Kellian Dathirii within, but intent on putting his assassination skills to good use and taking Lord Allastam off the board in the process—and, perhaps, to move to Master Avenazar next. Lord Allastam thwarts his plan with emergency healing and a cane swipe that breaks his arm, turning a messy assassination into a disaster. Hasryan’s consciousness quickly slips away, and the last thing he hears is Lord Allastam’s promise of the pain to come.

And that is where we find him now as we begin the last stretch of his long adventure. Happy reading, everyone!
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Pain welcomed Hasryan back into the world.

It clung to his body like a sizzling web, its burning lines crisscrossing his skin and tightening around his arm until the entire limb threatened to burst. Maybe it had. Maybe that was why it felt like a hundred tiny pieces that were held together only by the pain, connected to him by one agonizing nerve. Hasryan indulged in a long moan, and as the sound passed his cracked lips, it anchored him deeper to his unfortunate reality.

He'd been captured by Lord Allastam. The asshole had shattered his arm. 

“Don’t worry. We know how to treat the scum of the earth here.”

The echoes of Lord Allastam’s voice buried the constant throb of blood rushing against his temples. Hasryan’s eyes fluttered open, and he stared into darkness so complete he couldn’t parse it. The stone floor under his back was cold—freezing, even, untouched by any hearth or warmth—and the familiar stink of human refuse filled the air. 

A cell. Colder than most he’d known, and no doubts deadlier, too, in the long run. 

To think he had meant to find these very cells when he’d first sneaked into the Allastam Tower. He should have stuck to the initial goal: to break someone out of there, not to get thrown behind bars alongside them. What a mess. But if Hasryan was honest, he’d never truly planned to do that. ‘Finding Kellian’ was an excuse, a thin lie he’d told himself to hide his intention to kill Lord Allastam. For once, he would’ve done it not because he ‘d been hired to, not even to defend himself, but because he’d wanted to. Gods, he wanted to. This Myrian war had gone on too long and come too close to killing his friends, new and old, and Hasryan had had enough of it. His entire life had taught him a hyper-specific set of skills—one that got him shunned more often than not—and he’dfinally wanted to use it for good.

Except he had been careless. Couldn’t help but taunt his target, and he hadn’t been ready for Allastam to jab himself with some emergency healing. He should’ve been ready.

“Brutal awakening?”

A voice snaked out of the surrounding darkness. If the accented lilt and sultry tone belonged to Kellian, Captain of the Dathirii Guard, then the man was very different from what Hasryan had expected.

“You could say that, yes.”

It wouldn’t be the most brutal portion of his day. Lord Allastam’s last words had been a promise the bastard would inevitably fulfill. Part of Hasryan wanted to curl up and wait for it, his broken arm tucked tight against his chest, a last shield for his dimming hope. The other part, however, perked up in curiosity at his companion. 

“Been here long?”

A bitter laugh floated through the darkness. “Every minute in this cold hell is an eternity.” They shuffled about with a groan, and Hasryan turned his head in the general direction. Some distant light glinted off the cell bars, but beyond that, he couldn’t see anything. “You’ll excuse me if I’m pleased with the sudden company.”

Hasryan laughed—and sharp stabs of pain in his ribs transformed that into a hiss. “Won’t hold it against you,” he promised. “So you’re alone?”

“Don’t sound so disappointed.”

Did he? It would have been nice, to have at least found Kellian, even if he couldn’t do anything about it from here. One good thing to outweigh the rest of his failures. But more than anything, Hasryan was glad he wasn’t alone. And this person … the voice was familiar. He tried to place it, to imagine it less weighed by fatigue, but it still eluded him. 

“So what beautiful crimes have you committed to anger our great Allastam overlord?”

They laughed again, the sound even thinner than before. “He is frustrated by our failed attempt to kill his son and I am being held responsible. Which is accurate, mind you, but the point was to have him blame my boss instead of me.”

“You chose the wrong target, then. Lord Allastam is very good at killing the messenger.”

“No kidding.” The tinkling sound of nails on metal bars echoed through the jail corridor. “It’s Jilssan, by the way.”

Through the fog of pain and cold, it finally clicked. The familiar voice, the attempt on Drake Allastam, the mention of a boss to blame: Jilssan, the Myrian Enclave’s second-in-command, with whom Diel Dathirii had established a reluctant alliance to sow chaos between Lord Allastam and Master Avenazar. It clearly hadn’t worked as planned. 

“We’ve met!” They had run into one another in the enclave when Hasryan had saved Varden with the Dathirii team. If not for her magic-enhanced speed, he’d have killed her, but she’d treated that as a fact of life rather than a personal affront—and she’d helped them free Diel. He brought a hand to his forehead and saluted the darkness above him. “Hasryan Fel’ethier, at your service.”

Her breath caught, and hope threaded her voice when she spoke again. “Did Diel Dathirii finally get over himself and send you here?”

She didn’t need to spell out what he’d be sent to do—and even though assassination had been his primary plan, that hurt. He wanted to be known for something other than death.

“Our pooled intelligence led us to believe Kellian Dathirii was held here, and I was supposed to retrieve him. I may have taken liberties with the mission goals when I ran across Lord Allastam. Someone had to do something. Your shit boss almost killed my best friend.”

Horrified silence followed his reply, so tense Hasryan knew Jilssan had stopped moving, as frozen as the stone under him. When she spoke, her voice held the weight of a death sentence.

“He’s up again, then. Master Avenazar.”

“You bet.”

He had found out his apprentice was alive and raided the Shelter where Nevian had been hiding, shattering half the furniture within along with most of Larryn’s bones. Varden had healed those before rescuing Nevian, and in the end everyone had made it through, but they wouldn’t be so lucky next time, and Hasryan hadn’t wanted a next time to be possible at all.

Jilssan shuffled in her nearby cell, leaning against the bars. “Are we, perchance, fortunate enough that you’ve been caught after killing Lord Allastam?”

Hasryan didn’t respond. The failure burned his tongue, a thick, bitter layer. 

“No, I suppose not.” She thunked her head against the bar, and the echo felt as heavy as their gloom. “I grew one of his beautiful trees right through him, and it wasn’t enough either. Oh well. At least you’re alive, and people knew you’d be snooping around the Tower, right?”

She meant Lord Dathirii and everyone surrounding him, but Hasryan hadn’t exactly informed any of them of his plans. He’d used Branwen’s intelligence as a pretext and only confided in Larryn. “I, uh … may have chosen the worst person to warn of this?”

Larryn had promised to keep breakfast warm for him, and he’d go on a crusade once his best friend didn’t show up to claim his plate. Which was exactly the problem. Larryn would create the most reckless and impulsive plan conceivable and fling himself into it.

“So they’re not coming,” Jilssan said, and he could hear her hopes die with every word.

“Oh, he’s coming,” Hasryan said, guilt gnawing at him. Larryn was no one, not even worth the prolonged revenge Lord Allastam had planned for him. If they caught him, he was dead. “Maybe the gods will shine on us and for once in his life, he’ll keep his cool instead trying to barge in through the front doors.”
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Larryn dumped his cold breakfast plate on Sora’s desk, spilling caramel sauce and apple chunks all over her desk. She sprung to her feet, snatching parchments and ink bottles away from the disaster, the cuff of her sleeves dipping in it. They glared at each other, Sora cradling the bundle of ruined work as she struggled to remain calm.

“What’s your problem?” she demanded, her voice a harsh whisper. “Did we part on terms too friendly for your taste?”

A lump blocked Larryn’s throat, anger and fear knotted so tight his words struggled to worm through. His last encounter with Sora was the reason he’d come—an impulse, a leap of faith. She’d helped him against Drake Allastam, parrying a blow that would have been fatal and spurning the entitled little shit. Not only that, but she’d spoken with Hasryan after, sided with him. 

And now he needed help, and Larryn didn’t trust himself to succeed alone. His track record of Hasryan rescues wasn’t exactly promising—Vellien could attest to that. 

“I promised Hasryan to keep breakfast ready for him.” His halting words betrayed the fear pounding within him. He reached deep inside his pocket and wrapped his fingers around Cal’s holy symbol, drawing courage from it. “He never claimed it.”

Sora’s angry scowl turned into concern. She set her pile of parchments and quills on her chair before motioning at the one in front of the desk. “Sit down. I’ll need a better explanation.”

Larryn eyed the creamy apple sauce that had dripped on the chair and instead gripped its back. He hadn’t slept a lick again, not even the fitful spurts that had marked his last nights. His head pounded, and it made gathering his thoughts a fight all of its own. 

“Last night, Hasryan sneaked into the Allastam Tower to find Kellian Dathirii.” And kill Lord Allastam, but Larryn had no intention of sharing that particular fact and ruin the chances of Sora helping him. If she didn’t, who would? Cal’s absence during their first prison break still bruised him, and the Dathirii, for all their claims of allyship, would never sully their names for Hasryan. “He never came out.”

Sora paled. “He got caught. He got caught in the Allastam Tower.”

Hearing it aloud was a hammer to his chest, and for a moment it was all Larryn could do to breathe. When air came, however, it rekindled his anger.

“Yeah! They got him, and they won’t tell. You know how this goes!” He flung his arms up, pushing all his building anger into the wide gesture. “Nobles vanish those they hate every day and none of you lift a finger about it. But if we don’t do anything—if I don’t get in there—then this old fart gets to fulfill whatever revenge fantasy he’s had brewing in that skull of his. And I—I couldn’t think of anyone else to go to for help.”

Larryn’s voice cracked at the end, and he tore his gaze away from Sora, heat flushing his cheeks. He hated how scared and overwhelmed he felt, how his world unravelled a little more with every passing day.

“Curse it all, why did he go alone? He didn’t need to infiltrate on his own.” Sora huffed and crossed her arms—or started to. A dangerous spark lit her eyes, and she snapped her attention to Larryn. “He didn’t go in there to kill Lord Allastam, did he?”

Did she have to be so astute? Lies burned Larryn’s tongue, but he didn’t deny it upfront. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what he meant to do. If Hasryan saw a way to end this war game everyone is playing, then I’ll cheer him on. I almost died, you know? Avenazar ripped my Shelter to pieces, along with my body. Everyone present when Mister High and Mighty Wizard of the Green Tentacles showed up is lucky to be alive.” His knuckles hurt from gripping the chair so hard, and he half-expected either it or his bones to break. After a deep breath to steady his flaring anger, he met Sora’s gaze. “You wanna give him morality lessons on murder, then be my guest. I’ll laugh and make faces behind your back. But he has to be alive for that, so consider stuffing it for now.”

Anger, sadness, and horror danced across Sora’s face, her mouth twisting or parting with the flow until it settled into a resolute mask. She granted him a quick nod, so slim Larryn might have dreamed it.

“All right.” 

She strode around her desk, past Larryn, and out of her office. Larryn stared at his cold breakfast plate, confused. All right? All right what? All right, I’ll help? All right, I’ve had enough of your very true rants? All right didn’t mean much by itself! He spun around and glowered at the door she’d left through, the surge of energy from his tirade draining away, leaving him a shell of fear. Larryn pulled the chair and collapsed into it despite the sauce puddle. 

He summoned what little patience he had to wait, but his stomach soon grumbled. Larryn’s gaze drifted to the plate. He hadn’t eaten yet—he’d wanted to wait for Hasryan. If Sora was going to leave him unattended… He grabbed the plate, swiped the minuscule pancake in caramel sauce, popped an apple slice on top and shoved it down his mouth. It tasted like ash, but it settled his stomach to some extent, so he kept going. 

By the time Sora returned, he was licking the sauce off his sticky fingers and acting like he hadn’t spilled a fair bit of it on her beautiful wooden desk. She scowled and flung clothes at him. Hard leather gloves smacked him in the face then flopped to the ground, but Larryn managed to grab the rest of it. A Sapphire Guard uniform. 

“What the—”

“Change. We need to go.”

“You want me…” He pointed at himself. “… to wear this.”

“And once you have it on, we’ll fit the breastplate and tie a shiny sword around your waist.”

Larryn wished she was kidding, but when had Sora Sharpe ever joked about work? As much as he hated the idea of putting on a uniform, he had been ready to do much worse—even to talk to Lord Dathirii—for a chance to save Hasryan. He grumbled, shucked off his winter coat, and started to pull up his shirt—and stopped, cheeks flushing deep, as Sora continued to stare. “Do you have to look? There’s nothing to see!”

Her eyebrows shot up, but she turned to face the wall without arguing. Larryn hurried through the motions, desperate not to dwell on the awkwardness of standing in Sharpe’s office with nothing but frayed underwear and thick socks. He grasped the pants, made of a sturdy cotton of higher quality than anything he owned, but a quick knock at the door froze him. His heart climbed into his throat as the doorknob turned. Sora, still close to the door, whirled around and caught it. 

“Apologies, but I can’t see anyone at the moment.”

“You sure? ’Cause I got some juicy information.”

Larryn frowned, tilting his head to hear better, trying to place the familiar voice. He’d heard it before, but where? Something in the cheeky confidence, the musicality of her tone—and then it struck him. One of his countless expeditions into House Dathirii had ended with him crouched in an oversized wardrobe, listening to her pointless banter with the quarters’ owner. They were cousins or something, and neither of them ever shut up. 

Branwen Dathirii, elven spymaster, and one of the last people in this cursed city he wanted to meet face-to-face. What if she recognized Yultes’ characteristic cheekbones? Even with darker skin and brown hair, he resembled his father too much.

“Sora…” he whispered.

She glanced his way at her name, and Larryn shoved the pants between them, covering what he could of his rail-thin body. His cheeks burned. It was silly, but years of poverty had left scars over him—badly healed rashes and splotches, skin drawn tight over bones, and a sense that his body would crumple at a glance—and he hated letting others see it. Sora’s gaze absorbed it all in a fraction of second, before she met his eyes. He mouthed “don’t open”. 

“I’m on my way to arrest Lord Allastam. Whatever you meant to share can wait.”

“What?” The pants slipped from Larryn’s fingers as he blurted out the question. 

“Who’s in there?” Branwen asked.

“A source. Anonymous. Which is why you cannot enter.”

“But—”

“You of all people understand the importance of preserving a network.”

Larryn hoped she meant that. If she arrested Lord Allastam and put his name down in some paperwork, he could kiss the Shelter goodbye. But Sora had to be exaggerating, right? Just words to placate the Dathirii on the other side. There was a price to pay for arresting a powerful noble in Isandor.

“Be careful, Sora,” Branwen Dathirii said. “My informant reported that the house is in something of an uproar.” 

They both knew what had caused that.

“Duly noted. Now, if you’d please leave? Any help or connection with a Dathirii could strip my arrest of any credibility. Your very presence here endangers it.”

A frustrated huff answered Sora. “Right. I suppose we best prepare.”

They listened to her receding footsteps in silence, but Larryn’s incredulity built with every passing second until he could no longer contain it. 

“Arresting Lord Allastam?”

“You heard that right. Hurry up.” She gestured at the clothes, and Larryn finally shoved the pants and everything else on. By the time he’d passed the shirt over his head, Sora was holding a decorated breastplate. He grimaced, and he’d swear she smirked at him for a moment. “You’ve informed me Lord Allastam is illegally detaining Hasryan and I have reasons to fear for the latter’s security. I’m well within my rights to bust his door.”

“Even if Hasryan tried to kill him?”

“The law makes no provision for personal vengeance in such circumstances. Others may choose to turn a blind eye, but I will not.”

Larryn wondered if it was as much a thinly veiled excuse as it sounded, but she forced the armour on him before he could protest. He grunted as the heavy metal rested on his shoulders. Sora tightened the straps, then placed a hand on his lower back and another on his shoulder. 

“Straighten up. You’re not some street skunk now. You’re a proud member of Isandor’s guards and your posture will reflect that.”

“As if.” The armour and its lie clung to his skin, cutting deeper than even his awful noble disguise. “Your proud guards keep beating up my people and dragging them into dank cells for no reasons. I hate everything this armour represents.”

Sora slapped the front of it with a scowl. “It’s an act, Larryn! Channel your personal hate into fake pride and act the part. I don’t want to go in there without backup, and I wouldn’t trust anyone here.”

Her admission caught Larryn off guard, flattening his spike of rage. He wasn’t exactly good backup, especially if she anticipated a fight, but at least he wouldn’t stab her in the back like a power-hungry colleague. “Good. That’s wiser than I expected.”

Her eyes rolled with such force you could have seen them all the way from the Lower City. “How wonderful to receive the seal of approval from Larryn the Angry, Purveyor of Shelter and Mistakes in equal parts. I am truly blessed.”

A twinge of insult tugged at Larryn’s heart, yet he couldn’t deny the title fit him like a glove, and the smile growing on Sora’s lips doused his urge to retort. A soft laugh escaped him, and he squared his shoulders in mock arrogance. “Glad you appreciate my worth.”

“There!” Sora exclaimed. “That’s better.”

He grinned back at her, warmed by her praise. “All I gotta do is throw in some unyielding sneerage and everyone will be fooled.”

Sora stepped forward to tie belt and scabbard at his waist, and all his bravado vanished at her proximity. He didn’t let other people dress him. Hadn’t had anyone do that since he’d been a child, and though there was no motherly tenderness in Sora’s movements, the echoes of his memories cut him deep, leaving his throat dry and his heart pounding. He covered it all with a scoff the moment she retreated. 

“Still glad you have no looking glass. Don’t want more memories of this than necessary.”

“You cut a fine figure.”

Larryn grunted. He didn’t care to. All he wanted was to get this over with, Hasryan safely at his side. He bent over to rummage through his clothes, the scabbard scraping across the floor as he moved. Before long, he’d retrieved Cal’s coin again and stuffed it in these oversized new pockets. “For luck.”

“Right. I’ll explain the plan on the way.” 

She offered the last piece of disguise, a full-face helmet to hide him. Larryn shoved it on, gritting his teeth at the thinness of the inside padding. He felt like his head was floating in a bucket, and he hated how it limited his vision. Larryn felt himself slumping, readjusted his position, then cast a last look at his empty plate. He much preferred to be the Lower City’s cook than a city guard, and soon he could go back to it. But they were all a part of this mess now, and he’d be damned if he left Hasryan alone in it. He fell into step behind his unlikely ally, a thin smile emerging at the idea he’d work with Sora.

“Can’t wait to hear your mighty plan.”
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A cold wind billowed through Isandor’s bridges, whipping up dancing curtains of light snow, but nothing could douse the fire burning within Sora as they climbed towards the Upper City. 

Never in her lifetime had she taken such an impulsive decision. Even Larryn was baffled at her recklessness. He’d underscored how her ‘plan’ was not worthy of such a term—that as Larryn the Angry, Purveyor of Mistakes, he could judge the size of her current mistake better than most. She’d grinned at him and corrected one important detail: it wasn’t her mistake, it was theirs. He’d laughed, sharp voice muffled by the helmet, and the sound had expanded her chest threefold.

Sora grew giddier and lighter on her feet with every step bringing her closer to the Allastam Tower. No one had ever dared to walk into the Allastams’ stronghold and arrest Isandor’s most powerful political figure with no evidence but the word of a nobody. It thrilled her to break every unspoken rule of law enforcement and its shadow hierarchy, bought with bags of gold and accelerated promotions. In theory, the Sapphire Guard operated independently from the nobles’ authority, a balance to their power. In practice, the Golden Table chose its Commander and could begin or interrupt any investigation, so it never paid to defy Isandor’s most influential Houses, which held more sway in the decision-making. They’d punish her for stepping out of line, tear down her career and reputation both, but she found she didn’t care. She would be free and Hasryan would be safe.

That was, of course, if she made it out alive. 

Two weeks ago, she’d never have questioned her safety upon arresting Lord Allastam, but two weeks ago, he hadn’t invaded the Dathirii Tower and sold their leader to the Myrians, all without major pushbacks from the other Houses. The signs of this brash violence had already existed, however, seeded in the Freitz’ downfall—tragic accidents happening to key figures, mysterious departures from others on years-long merchant trips … the coordinated attacks hadn’t stopped at important trade deals. All of it had been sufficiently covered for plausible deniability, unlike the brazen march of soldiers into House Dathirii. No one who mattered had been killed then, though—unless they never found Kellian, a possibility she’d rather not dwell on—so the political community in Isandor had chosen to hold its breath.

She was about to punch it into the stomach and force the release. 

Larryn kept pace with her, easing her concern for him. He’d been all skin and bones under those clothes, with nearly no muscles, and she’d wondered how he would handle himself with the weight of armour on his shoulders and so many stairs to climb. No laboured breathing escaped his helmet, however, so she had to conclude he was made of raw anger, and it kept him going.

They approached the tower at last, and instead of slowing down, Sora imbued every stride with purpose. The two soldiers guarding the massive entrance stepped forward to block her way. No going back now, she thought, raising her chin and throwing her voice with authority.

“I must speak with Lord Allastam immediately. His life could depend on it.”

Both guards looked at each other, hesitant. “Our orders—”

“Are to protect him and his family at all cost, yes. Myrians might appear within your walls at any moment and you want to keep me out?” She stepped closer to glare down at him. Despite being a few inches taller, the guard shrunk back. Sora jumped on his hesitation. “Pray tell me, how will Lord Allastam react once he learns you delayed vital information? What happens if these Myrians kill the family? An assault is coming. Lord Drake Allastam and Lady Mia Allastam are not safe. They weren’t very particular about which family members they meant to murder last time—I’d know, I was there.”

As the first guard fumbled for an answer, his companion whistled appreciatively. 

“Go,” she said. “They must want to cover for last night.”

Sora struggled to keep any emotion out of her face at the mention of last night. They must mean Hasryan. She hoped it wasn’t too late for him, that they hadn’t killed him on sight. Fear clawed at her chest, and she grounded herself in Larryn’s presence behind her, miraculously calm and calming. 

The first guard motioned for Sora to follow then led her across the floor, ignoring the two wide staircases around the centre of the Allastam Tower. Sora caught a glimpse of the room beneath them, a wide training grounds with at least a half a dozen soldiers sparring. How many more would be scattered throughout the building, ready to rush at the first sign of alarm? House Allastam possessed the largest squad of guards in the entire city and even with a significant chunk of their forces guarding the Dathirii Tower, she couldn’t possibly fight the ones left here. If Lord Allastam refused to follow, she would be hard-pressed to coerce him.

They travelled around the training ground, down a narrow and curved corridor she’d have thought dedicated to the staff. At the end of it, barely perceptible, stood a black door in a black hole. Her heart stumbled as she found her bearings within the tower’s structure. From the outside, the spire looked like three helixes intertwined—one grey, one white, one black. The black one, however, had always seemed too narrow to house any rooms. Sora had always figured it was decorative, or perhaps contained the occasional cupboard. Yet this door clearly led into it. Its base, hidden by the other two helixes, must have widened enough to allow proper rooms—rooms one wouldn’t expect or search for unless they had prior knowledge of them. 

The guard opened the door and Sora spied an antechamber and a staircase curling up. She could take it from here; it’d be a small enough section of the Allastam Tower to comb through. She’d rather not encumber herself with a potential enemy longer than necessary. 

“Thank you, soldier.” She smashed the pommel of her sword on the back of his head, and he crumpled with a surprised cry. “Lock the door, Larryn.”

At first, he only stared at her, stunned grey eyes visible through the helmet’s visor. She snapped his name, and he finally jumped into action, shutting the door and locking it. He even dragged the guard to the side.

“Let’s move. We’ve no more than a few precious minutes before they realize I was lying and come looking.” She started up the stairs, fingers wrapped around the pommel of her sword. Larryn clanked behind her. “Do you have a fake name I could use?”

“Fleece.”

He provided it without the slightest pause, and Sora turned to frown at him, troubled by his ease. If she searched their records for a Fleece, would she find even more crimes to his name? Part of her wished there was a more innocuous reason. 

“Is that your last name?”

Larry tensed and ground out his answer through his teeth. “I don’t have a last name.”

She recognized the anger just below the surface and decided not to press the issue. She’d have to satisfy her burning curiosity another day. Now was not the time to risk an argument with Larryn. 

“Fleece it is, then.”

She launched herself up the stairs, but was forced to slow down when she caught hints of Lord Allastam’s voice to avoid detection. Behind her, Larryn’s clanking steps had vanished. She needed to focus to hear his boots land, and despite being encased in unfamiliar metal bits, he managed silence. As if the readied fake name hadn’t already been suspicious enough… She itched to dig out the truth, but whatever Larryn had been up to, it’d never compare to Allastam’s crimes. She had to focus. 

They passed a landing, but Lord Allastam’s voice still drifted from above, so Sora kept going, taking each steep stair with care. On the next floor, a corridor spun towards the right, hugging the staircase in a tight spiral. Cell bars glittered in the light of a flickering torch, but none held Hasryan. Lord Allastam said something else, snide and grating, and this time a second voice replied. A chuckle, a quick retort; words impossible to decipher, but Sora would have recognized Hasryan’s voice anywhere—especially the characteristic mockery laced with despair he’d so often used on her, in the Sapphire Guard’s headquarters. She gripped her hilt and lengthened her strides.

Hasryan’s comeback ended in a scream of pain. Her head ringing with it, her sword brandished, Sora followed the sound to the right door and kicked it open.

 

 

✵

 

Today, more than ever, Hasryan needed humour as an escape. What else could he do but laugh as goons dragged him into a barely lit room, a single pair of chains and shackles hanging from the ceiling in the middle, bloodstains under it and a simple table by the wall, with nothing but his own dagger on it? He needed to cover the plunge of his stomach with a snort, to comment on his missing half-inch when they hoisted him up and his toes barely touched the ground. Sure, he struggled to get each word past the jolting, burning pain in his arm, now forced to support his entire weight, but a wise crack still sounded better than a sob. Even so, by the time Allastam’s two brutes had cut through his bloodstained cotton clothes, tears had been streaming down his cheeks. His smirk hadn’t vanished, though.

Then he realized he’d been wearing Branwen’s gift, the tight red underwear she’d jokingly bought for him, and his façade cracked. Memories rushed to the forefront of his mind—Camilla swooping him into a hug, Branwen laughing as she teased him, Sora gently scolding her very deadly cat. He had gained so much over the last weeks and it became brutally impossible to cope with the idea of losing it all. 

Hasryan squeezed his eyes shut and clung to that fleeting joy as Lord Allastam talked at him—some long-winded ramble about his life’s woes, how he had loved his wife and how unfair her loss had been to the children. Hasryan didn’t care. At one point under it all, however, he caught the scrape of metal on wood—Allastam picking up his enchanted dagger. 

“Many would leave the dirty work to their underlings, and in general I agree with them. But this isn’t work at all. This is pleasure. A gift to myself.”

Even behind his eyelids, Hasryan saw the flash of sparks, and the flimsy threads of good memories slid between his fingers, recoiling from the inevitable pain. He opened his eyes to meet Lord Allastam’s. 

“Now now. Don’t you think that’s a little fast for a first da—”

Lord Allastam slapped the dagger on his side. Lightning jumped from it and into Hasryan. He screamed, his mind flaring red as his skin burned under the blade, and jerked away. The swing multiplied the pain from his broken arm and the world around vanished, reduced to two hot spots of agony.

A loud noise pierced through the ringing in his ears, startling him. 

“Drop that dagger now!” 

Sora’s commanding voice washed over him, a thunderous wave of elation, and he watched her step inside through a blur of tears, sword at the ready, a single guard trailing behind. Just. One. Hasryan’s brief hope came crashing down. What did she plan to do with so little backup? What was she even here for? … Him? 

He stared at her, his heart hammering, his brain rendered mush by the agony travelling up and down his arm, a current that wouldn’t stop looping. Sora Sharpe, who had gone to great lengths to track him down and put a noose around his neck, had come to rescue him? Sure, they’d found a truce, even had a great talk together, but this was a different sort of dedication. One that felt an awful lot like friendship.

Lord Allastam removed the dagger from Hasryan’s side, and breathing became brutally easier. Hasryan gasped, dazed by the sudden release. If he hadn’t been hanging, he would have collapsed to the ground. 

“I’m sorry… Miss Sharpe, isn’t it? What in the name of all unholy gods do you think you’re doing?”

A question even the poor guard by her side must be asking themself. They stood still, staring straight at Hasryan with exemplary cool, as if there was nothing peculiar about his current position. Sora, on the other hand, hadn’t glanced at his way. She met Allastam’s gaze, as serious as ever. 

“Lord Allastam, you are under arrest for the illegal detention and torture of Hasryan Fel’ethier.” She reached for her manacles and stepped forward. “Please drop the dagger.”

Allastam was unimpressed. “Under arrest? He tried to assassinate me yesterday! I bear the mark of his crime on my stomach.”

This time, Sora did turn to him. Hasryan shrugged, and the tiny movement from his shoulders sent new waves of pain down his arm. He hissed, but despite the renewed agony and his dried throat, he couldn’t help but force a few words out. “I dunno, m’lord. Aren’t those scars from the other prisoner in your cells? She was real proud of stabbing you there with the beautiful trees of your audience hall.”

Surprise flashed through Sora’s expression, and she turned to Lord Allastam. “You know full well that lords of this city are only allowed to detain prisoners with the full knowledge and approval of the Sapphire Guard, Lord Allastam. You are not the law of this city.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Lord Allastam asked, his mild amusement quickly transforming into irritation. 

“Of course I did.” She turned her deadly glare to Hasryan and held his eyes as she continued. “We’ll add attempted murder to his already long list of crimes, and within a few days he’ll receive the rightful punishment he deserves for them. By our hands.”

Hasryan’s chest squeezed, her words a torture far different than Lord Allastam’s. She had to be lying. Placating him. They’d shared breakfast and laughed together, damn it! Yet it wouldn’t be the first time Hasryan had wrongly convinced himself someone cared, only to discover that was only true within certain parameters. Perhaps Sora only valued him if he played nicely. If he redeemed himself or whatever. He didn’t want to believe it, but the possibility was poison, spreading from still-open wounds into his soul. And if that was true—if what little they’d had was already broken—then he had only one defence. He smirked. 

“Oh, good! I always liked your cells better.”

Sora rolled her eyes, but he caught the brief hint of a smile on her lips, panacea against his creeping doubts. 

“Now, Lord Allastam, kindly drop the dagger before I add to your list of accusations. You know very well the object you hold is key evidence in your wife’s murder. It, along with Hasryan, should’ve been brought back to us immediately.”

“You’re not kidding.” His incredulity amused Hasryan. This was the mark of a man used to being unchallenged and obeyed. “This isn’t how it works, Miss Sharpe. Laws are made by people like me, respected by people like you, and enforced upon scum like him.” He gestured at Hasryan then flung the dagger over his shoulder like the most vulgar of weapons. Hasryan cringed as it hit the wall and clanged to the floor. “I do what I want in my tower.”

“I’m afraid Isandor’s laws apply here, too. To everyone.”

Allastam laughed. “Why would I come with you? What’s the point? More sensible people will release me within an hour.”

Sora’s shoulders stiffened—not a lot, but after hours in interrogation chambers with her, Hasryan had learned her tells. She knew he was right. This entire arrest was a joke, and no one in Isandor would find it

























OPS/images/Kraken_v3.png
raKen

Collective





OPS/images/previously.png
PREVIOUSLY

IN THE CITY OF SPIRES SERIES...





OPS/images/ch1.png
CHAPTER ()NE





OPS/images/ch3.png
(HAPTER THREE





OPS/images/ch2.png
(HAPTER G WO





