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It is midmorning when the knock comes.

In particular, it is a snowy morning, when even the act of setting foot outside the warmth of the tent shows your breath and brings a chill to your bones. Rashan woke early in the frigid air to a messenger bearing battle reports—messages marked urgent that really could’ve waited another hour or two, at least until the sun had crested the mountains. Instead, he had the pleasure of answering those reports with his eyes mostly shut, at least until the scent of bitter coffee brought him to his senses.

He sighs, putting another flourishing signature on a casualty report from the northern front. The number continues to climb, no matter what he tries to do to end the fighting. How many damned times has he extended a hand of peace, and how many times has it been slapped away, for reasons beyond his understanding?

Gods, this war. Rashan never thought he’d miss the long days of court, listening to petitioners and whining nobility, but right now, he’d give anything to be back in his office. At least there, it would be warm without the aid of a high burning fire.

If there’s anything he’s learned from being stationed at base camp on the front lines, it’s that cold can wear a man down just as surely as time or hunger. He’s had more than a few prisoners of war surrender to him only so they can get some blasted warmth after long days of staying out in the snow, hiding from patrols.

Just as he opens another missive from Colonel Raktof, the knock comes. He has a wooden knocker set up outside his tent—a better system than shouting through the wind. This knock is brisk, familiar.

“Enter,” he says, not looking up from the missive. “What can I do for you, Amandine?”

“I have a prisoner,” she says, more urgency in her voice than he’s used to.

“One moment,” Rashan says, reading the last of the missive before he loses its meaning. Hundreds of prisoners come and go through base camp every day. One more can wait.

As he reads, a voice reverberates through his very mind. My Revered Firelord. How honored I am to be given the chance to serve you.

Rashan drops his quill, nearly knocking over the jar of ink as he shoots to his feet. “Where the hell did that come from?”

Me, the voice replies.

Rashan glances at the man in irons in Amandine’s grasp—a man of skin so pale it could almost be sickly, bright blue eyes, and coiffed black hair. His ears are pointed; elven. He’s at least a foot shorter than Rashan or Amandine, yet he holds himself high despite the irons around his wrists. Antimagic irons, to be exact, glowing softly blue.

The man offers a calm smile and says again in Rashan’s head, his voice smooth and soothing, almost sultry: Please accept my apologies. I did not mean to startle you, my lord.

Rashan glances from Amandine to the man and back to Amandine, who looks just as puzzled as Rashan feels. “Who the hell is this? Did you hear that?”

“I didn’t hear anything,” she says, shaking the prisoner a little firmer. The two lieutenants she entered with take a step forward, each of them with their hands on their sheaths.

“Stop,” Rashan says, holding up a hand. He looks at the prisoner, still smiling with—is that something like reverence on his face? “Who are you?”

“Forgive me, my lord,” the man says out loud, his smile fading a bit. It is the same voice Rashan heard in his head, high and smooth, almost to a purr. “I thought you would know, at least, that I am a Kel. My name is Ellund.”

Rashan exhales as some of the panic fades. He knows his enemy. That gives him an advantage, a bit of ground to stand on. “I’ve heard of your kind, but never seen any with my own eyes. Though I’d never heard that you are...telepaths.”

“So you did hear me in your mind,” Ellund says, and there’s no mistaking it—a bit of dreaminess in his voice.

“I’d have appreciated a bit of warning,” Rashan snaps, allowing some of the panic to translate to anger in his voice. “I’m not sure how it is for you in the empire, but around here, we don’t go speaking in people’s heads without their consent.”

“Of course. I’m sorry,” Ellund says, averting his eyes. “It will not happen again, Revered One.”

Rashan wishes he didn’t know why this one seems determined to worship him. He sighs and scrubs a hand over his face. “Now, why are you in irons?”

“We caught him at the edge of the camp, his foot in our territory,” Amandine says. “He didn’t move when we rushed him, though he had ample time to cross back into empire territory. You know they’ve been itching for us to cross that border, give them an excuse to retaliate. This one could’ve brought down his entire empire on our heads, but he didn’t. He just calmly let us clap him in irons and lead him here. Though he told us he’d only speak directly to you. Only answer to you.”

Rashan gives him a look; the prisoner meets his steady gaze. “Explain yourself.”

“I have defected,” he says with a simple shrug. Each word leaves his mouth lightly. “I no longer feel an alliance to the empire, nor do I wish to aid them in their side of the war. I wished to come here and serve you, Revered One, in whatever way you see fit.”

Gently, slowly so as not to provoke Amandine, the prisoner lowers himself to his knees. He bows his head. “I place myself entirely in your hands. I am yours, Revered Firelord, to do with as you will.”

Rashan stares at the being at his feet. His throat works, and then says, more gruffly than intended, “Get up.”

Ellund obeys without protest, though he doesn’t raise his head.

“Look at me,” Rashan commands.

He does so immediately. Rashan swallows. Gods. He’s used to having command over soldiers, over courtiers, even takes pleasure in reminding the nobility of his home of their place, but this feels like something else entirely.

“If you’re really defecting,” Rashan says slowly, “really willing to help us, you wouldn’t mind answering a few questions.”

“Of course not,” Ellund says with another bow. “I am entirely in your—”

“In my hands, yes, I know. Where is the off-the-grid strategy center for empire troop movements?”

Ellund looks at him with vague amusement. “In the northwest portion of the Carlion province. Hidden beneath the third mountain. Anyone worth their salt in this war knows that.”

“Indeed,” Rashan says to hide the thudding of his heart. Most people just say Carlion. “Where do the soldiers resupply along the Ravine?”

“There is an encampment hidden in the forest there, about two miles in,” Ellund replies. “Give me a map and I’ll show you.”

Rashan crosses his arms. “And the Dekras Garrison, where the empire keeps the elitist of the elite soldiers in reserve? The one that’s been escaping our grasp for months? The constant, looming threat? Where is it?”

“Seven miles into the western end of Letha Province,” he answers plainly, simply, as if it’s the easiest thing in the world to betray the Firelord empire. “There is a square defensive perimeter of two hundred yards, and the guards on duty at the border are usually twelve at a time, in pairs. The shift changes every four hours. Within the garrison, there are at least one hundred soldiers on duty at any given time, but on the days when the patrols are in and the scouts are too, the numbers are closer to three hundred.”

Amandine and Rashan exchange looks.

“What happens,” Rashan asks slowly, “if I send some scouts to Letha and they don’t come back?”

“They will,” Ellund assures with a smile. “If they do not, I offer up my life in return. Of course, you could take it now, freely, and I would not resist. As I said, Firelord, I am yours.”

Rashan gnaws on his lip for a long moment, staring into those bright and earnest eyes. At last, he says, “Colonel Amandine will take you to the interrogation tent and question you for the rest of your knowledge of the empire’s battle tactics.”

Ellund laughs nervously. “I would feel much more comfortable being questioned by you, Revered One.”

“She handles all my operations, all my prisoner interrogations,” Rashan replies. “And right now, I’m inclined to treat you like any other prisoner, just one with a bit more information than most.”

Ellund looks briefly hurt at that prospect, but covers it quickly. “As you wish.”

Before they can leave, there is a shout outside. Amandine flings open the tent flap, and in come tumbling a contingent of Krellin guards in black and silver, each of them clutching a prisoner with the same black hair and fair skin as Ellund. All equally short, all wearing murderous expressions on their faces. When they see Ellund, their eyes widen, then flare in quiet rage.

Rashan’s eyes snap back to Ellund. “What is this?”

Ellund bows his head again. “Offerings for you, Revered One, as well as tokens of my trust. After I left my home to come here, I sent a mental distress signal and asked them to come to my aid. I told them I’d been taken prisoner by your Krellin forces, but wanted nothing more than to return to my place. That if four or five Kel were to come to my aid, they could easily overpower the patrol and free me. Hence, why there are so many of them.”

“Traitor!” spits one of the Kel, a man who seems feistier than the rest.

Ellund takes it in stride, only cocking his head. “Indeed, that is the name for what I am.”

“You must be quite valuable, then,” Rashan muses, “to have exacted such a force.”

Ellund chuckles. “Valuable? No. My distress call was quite...powerful. In their minds, the entirety of your forces were after me, and they wouldn’t stop after they’d captured just me. They were coming to take us all.”

One of the other Kel laughs, a dark, ugly sound. “Not valuable, you claim? Don’t sell yourself short, Ellund,” he sneers. “When Revered Rekelion hears of what you have done, he will have the head of every last Kel, soldier, and advisor who ever called you friend. Then he’ll drink himself into a stupor and smash everything that can be broken.”

“Well, at least none of us will have to be there to see that,” Ellund replies smoothly, clasping his hands behind his back.

“Rekelion?” Rashan asks. “The officer of Strategy for the Firelords? What does he have to do with this?”

“That was Ellund’s master,” sneers that same Kel in thickly accented Krellin. “This ishti left the side of a good man, the man he had sworn his life to serving, to come here.”

“Did I say that you could speak?” Rashan snaps. “You wouldn’t want to speak to a Firelord out of turn, would you?”

That one bows his head, though the sullen anger doesn’t entirely leave his expression. “Apologies, Revered One.”

Rashan wonders if they’re all like this, or if Ellund is a special breed of simpering.

Amandine is still looking at him, bubbling up with anger. Rashan lets everyone in the tent stew a moment longer, then exhales. “Colonel, take them and interrogate them as you see fit.” He gazes at the Kel clustered before him. “I’d cooperate with her, if I were you. By serving her, you’re serving me.

“Ellund, follow me. Everyone else, leave this room.” Rashan beckons toward the back of the tent, where a hanging rug serves as a door to a small and private sleeping chamber. He can feel all the eyes on his back as he lets the door swing shut.

“A wise decision,” Ellund remarks. “They will no longer doubt my loyalty to you after you’ve claimed me before a group of Kel—”

Rashan shoves him up against the wall, cutting him off. “Enough games,” he snarls. “Who sent you? Who are you working for? You’re a spy, that much is obvious, and you staged that little stunt to earn my trust. Well, I’m not some empire commander with the wool over his eyes. I’m not easily impressed.”

“I like a challenge,” Ellund says.

Rashan growls, “Either start giving me some real answers, or I’ll have Amandine throw you on a prisoner of war transport never to be seen again.”

Fear flashes in Ellund’s eyes at that. Aha, so this man does have a lick of fear. “I am not a spy, I swear on my devotion to the Firelords. I have left my master, and that is an unforgivable sin. However, if I went back, I would find only my own death, and I do not particularly desire that. I would deceive others, my own kind, even, but to you, I assure you I am completely genuine. I live to serve you. You could order me to slit my own throat, and I would without hesitation.”

Rashan asks, “Why?” in a voice more desperate and imploring than he intended.

Ellund only shrugs like it is some foregone thing. “Because you are a Firelord, and I am a Kel. And I live to serve you.”

Rashan slowly lets him down from the wall. “That kind of an answer isn’t good enough for me,” he says. “I’m a Firelord by blood and name only. I don’t have the powers you expect me to. I don’t belong in the empire, even if I was born there. I don’t have the history, the connection to the Kel, the culture. I know only rumors and tidbits that are undoubtedly misguided if not outright false.

“Here, on this side of the line, there is no such thing as total loyalty. Even Colonel Amandine would slit my throat for the right price—everyone has their price, that’s something you’ll learn quickly if you really want to stay here. We talk about things like trust, honor, integrity, and they’re fine concepts in peacetime, but in wartime, when your family could be kidnapped by the enemy unless you agree to slit the throat of your commanding officer...” Rashan trails off.

Shakes his head. “I sure as hell don’t believe that the former servant of the Officer of Strategy on the Firelord side would suddenly devote himself to me. Even if...even if I have heard of the bonds Kel feel to their masters.”

“I understand,” Ellund says, and something in his voice—soothing, almost musical in its purring hum—makes Rashan feel like he can believe him. “I will help you to understand in time.”

Rashan snorts. “What makes you think I’d want to keep you around after I’ve extracted all the military secrets from you?”

Ellund maintains unflinching eye contact. “The Kel are highly intelligent, and deeply useful. Why would the Firelords spend such time and effort creating a servant that could only prepare their food or warm their bed or braid their hair? They could find any being to ensnare for those trivial tasks.”

He clucks his tongue. “No, our purpose is much more special. The Kel are here to help you, to offer you observations that may have passed your notice. To make conclusions you could not draw on your own. To protect you as you sleep. A Kel who chooses a master is then devoted to him for life.”

“Unless you can feel the way the wind is blowing,” Rashan hums, cocking his head, “and decide to cross borders and devote to someone new, whenever you please.”

Ellund’s eyes widen. “You think I changed sides just to save my own skin? Nothing could be further from the truth.”

“Then tell me.”

“I left because I heard the rumors passed down through Kel who didn’t know to leave well enough alone, the Firelords who spoke of your legend in the dark. Your name is spat out by the Firelords who command the military, of course, but beneath that, there are legends of your kindness. Your sense of justice. Your devotion to the task, whatever it might be, and to a better world. All who speak of you beneath their breath say you are a good man.”

He casts his eyes down. “I have always been more...curious than my compatriots, and I admit it has gotten me into trouble more than once. A Kel does have a certain responsibility to devote to a master who will serve the world in good ways. I thought that perhaps, I had made a mistake with my first choice.”

Rashan arches an eyebrow. “The strategy officer and star councilor is not all he claims to be? How surprising.”

Ellund gives a small smile, quick and embarrassed. “My point was that, should you keep me by your side and heed my advice, I will provide you a quicker end to the war than you could’ve ever imagined. That is what you desire, yes? A quick end to the war?”

“Preferably one that doesn’t end in mass slaughter or my surrender, but yes, otherwise.”

Ellund bows. “I will see it done. I swear it.”

Rashan studies his face while he’s looking down. He looks deceptively young, innocent, not a scar on an inch of his perfect pale face, but Rashan knows better than to judge someone on looks alone. From what he’s seen so far, he wonders how much more cunning lies beneath the surface.

Rashan forces himself to speak. “What do you need? Sleep, food? Do you eat? I’m afraid we’re a bit short on empire food around here.”

Ellund tilts his head. “I eat what you eat. Do not trouble yourself on my account.”

“I’m not sure you’ll like what I eat,” Rashan grunts, “but we don’t have much choice out here.”

“I live to serve you,” Ellund says again. “Only tell me how I may best do so.”

“Right,” Rashan says. “At the moment, if you could just stay quiet while I finish reading my reports, I’ll have you wait here with me while Amandine interrogates your brethren. I don’t want to let you out of my sight.”

Rashan knows soldiers who would pay to get out of such a boring job, but the prospect of it seems to fill Ellund wish nothing less than unbridled joy. “Thank you, Revered One, for the opportunity to remain in your presence.”

Rashan sighs. “Is there any way I can get you to call me Rashan? It’s bad enough when my advisors insist upon calling me by my title, but I’d rather you not treat me like some sort of...god.”

Ellund tilts his head in that way Rashan is beginning to recognize he does when he’s puzzled. “You did create us.”

“My ancestors, perhaps,” Rashan mutters with a hint of disdain, “but not me with my own two hands.”

Still, Ellund stares owlishly at him.

“If not Rashan, then something other than Revered One,” Rashan settles on.

“Very well, my lord.”

Rashan sighs and beckons back towards the main part of the tent, rubbing his forehead. Funny, how he’d give anything for the simplicity of reports right now.
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Rashan is a self made sovereign, a man who chose the throne instead of being handed it—quite a deliberate, calculated, well considered choice. He’s had a decade of distractions to contend with when trying to work, and until now, he’s always triumphed despite them.

Yet staying on task and filling out answering messages to all the generals who need his orders is a hard one when he has a Kel on the other side of the room trying his best to be quiet.

Ellund assured him that he wouldn’t even know he was in the room, and Rashan believes he’s earnestly trying, but the sound of silverware hitting a dish is nowhere near silent. Rashan’s eyes stray over the table in the corner of the room for the fifth time in the last few minutes.

Ellund is still devouring one of the meat pies Rashan had sent over. He only agreed to eat until Rashan had eaten a little first, which Rashan was glad of. The aforementioned missives didn’t give him much of a chance to breakfast this morning, and coffee was starting to wear thin as a source of sustenance.

Inexplicably, Rashan finds himself smiling as he watches Ellund ravenously devour the pie. “That’s the third pie you’ve tried.” Before Ellund can do something silly like apologize, Rashan adds, “I take it you don’t have meat pies in the empire?”

“Not like this,” Ellund replies in halting words. “The flavors are most...pungent.”

“Oh?”

Ellund nods sagely. “There is no such flavor in anything I’ve ever tasted before. I can’t place it.”

“Describe it.”

“It is...a savory meat.” Before Rashan could protest that the entire pie is made from savory meat, Ellund adds, “It is crunchy. Thinly sliced. Parts of it more crunchy than others. Some of it is...sinewy.”

Rashan nods. “That would be bacon.”

Ellund lifts a piece from the pie with his fork, his lips parted in awe. “A treasure indeed. I see my change of loyalty has already been well rewarded.”

Rashan grins, then quickly tamps it down. He reminds himself that this man was the devoted servant of the Firelord Strategy Officer only a day ago, and there is no reason he should not believe he isn’t a spy. Words alone have never been enough for him, so why should they be now?

With that sentiment, he throws himself back into his work, during which Ellund does indeed sit quietly until he’s done.

Somehow, Ellund senses when he’s put his seal on the last envelope and is about to call for the messenger to take them to the runners. Only then, when Rashan is exhaling quietly in relief, does he say, “Revered One, may I ask a question?”

Perceptive, intelligent, cunning. A dangerous combination. “Yes.”

“The colonel who brought me to you. I noticed the familiarity you seemed to have with one another. Your posture relaxed when you spoke to her, and she trusted you implicitly—beyond the orderly relationship between a leader and his soldier. Is she your...joined?”

Rashan returns to the long cold pitcher of coffee to shake off the sleepiness fogging his head. “My joined?”

Only at this moment does it become apparent that they were not born speaking the same language. Ellund’s perfect, courtly accent would never have anyone believing otherwise. “Apologies,” Ellund says, fumbling with his hands to articulate. “Your...mate. Your lover.”

“No,” Rashan says, unable to help a snort. “If anything, we’re more like brother and sister. We’ve been close for a long time. She gave me a shoulder to lean on in my rise to power. She’s always been loyal, and in turn, I give her the power she wants. She’s my finest soldier, my closest friend.”

He pauses amidst stirring milk into the bitter field coffee. “This sounds suspiciously like you’re gathering information on the leader of Krellin. If he has anyone who can be taken for ransom. The kind of thing a Strategist Firelord would love to know.”

“Not at all,” Ellund says smoothly—almost unreadable, even as Rashan watches him carefully for tells. He never breaks eye contact. “Merely gathering information for my own selfish motives. How to better serve you. The vital details I should know. A proper, attentive Kel knows his master better than even his master does.”

After a beat, he adds, “If there is something I can do to convince you I’m not a spy and will never return to my former master, please say so and I will do it. Gladly.”

Rashan only sips at his coffee. “If I think of something, I will. For now, don’t try anything foolish. You’re still my prisoner.”

“Of course.” Ellund nods sharply and settles back into his chair, looking perfectly content with the silence.

Colonel Amandine returns a short while later looking remarkably more relaxed than she was when she left. “The prisoners have been interrogated, my lord,” she says with a quick salute.

Rashan absently returns it. “What did you find out?”

She lists off a myriad of locations, troop numbers. She hands him the informal report of answers she had one of her scribes write out during the interrogation. Rashan glances at Ellund. “How much of this did you know?”

“Every Kel serves a different master. Every master has different jobs in the empire. I knew the more detailed tactical reports, but not much otherwise. Nothing there I have not told you.”

Amandine gestures to Ellund. “Shall I take this one for questioning?”

“Good job. Yes, but be gentle,” he adds, and finds that he means it.

She scoffs, though her rough demeanor softens almost at once. “I’m not an animal,” she says, sounding put out he’d assume such a thing. “You know I would never torture anyone.”

“Of course. My apologies, Amandine. You have always served me well, and I do not doubt you now.”

She bows her head, eyeing him and glancing back at Ellund with an uncertain furrow in her brow. “He will be treated well,” she vows, and beckons to Ellund. Rashan moved the irons from his wrists to his forearm, suppressing his magic but no longer restricting his hands. Rashan dares him to try something. That’d be all the excuse he needs to prove Ellund wrong, put him in stocks like a common prisoner.

He only hopes he doesn’t wind up poisoned at dinnertime for his trouble. Ellund wears no jewelry, no poison ring, but gods know what he’s capable of.

For what it’s worth, Ellund goes with her willingly, keeping his wrists together where they can be seen. “Rashan,” Amandine says on her way out of the tent, “I’d like to speak to you later, alone.”

“Of course,” Rashan says. “See me after you’re done with him, we’ll dine together. Ellund, cooperate with her.”

“As you wish, Firelord,” Ellund says with a bow. Rashan rolls his eyes and summons that messenger.

––––––––
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THE KNOCKER SOUNDS just as the sun is setting over the snowy mountains. Rashan and Amandine sit down to a quiet dinner—as quiet as dinner can be in a base camp of war. Nothing like candlelit tables, but it’s warm inside the tent, and Rashan can hear himself think. That is enough.

“What did you find out from our new prisoner?” Rashan asks as they dig into a plate of hearty venison.

Amandine frowns, appearing to choose her words carefully for once. “He expressed his...dissatisfaction at answering to me instead of you. He’s really enamored with you.”

“I told him to cooperate.”

“Oh, and he did. Didn’t give me any trouble, never asked to have the cuffs removed, could hardly wait for me to get the questions out of my mouth before he was answering them. He told us more details about the garrison we’ve been chasing. He just wanted to lodge the complaint and move on.”

Rashan snorts. “He thinks of me as his divine master, and he my divine servant. We’ll be hard pressed to train that out of him, but hell if I’m not going to take advantage of his willingness to help,” he grumbles.

“I think that’s not the only way he wants you to take advantage.”

He rolls his eyes. Amandine shoves his shoulder. “And if he’s feeding us false information?” she adds. “If he really is a spy.”

Rashan shrugs. “He’s offered his life in that case, but something tells me he’s being truthful.”

“Brother, you have good instincts. Please don’t tell me you lose them when one pretty boy throws himself at your feet and insists he’s loyal.”

“This has nothing to do with that,” Rashan snaps. “As I said, he’s just another prisoner.”

“You and I both know that’s not true.”

Rashan sighs. “I haven’t lost my head.” He spears a piece of steak with a pointed vengeance.

Amandine prompts gently, “Training it out of him? That makes it sound like you do plan on keeping him around as more than just another prisoner.”

Rashan hesitates, knowing she can read him, knowing she knows him better than anyone else. “There’s something about him. You know, he was here about six hours, and when you took him away, I actually started getting a headache. It was like his very presence here was calming me down, and I didn’t even notice till he was gone.”

He shakes his head, hearing the foolishness of his own words. “It’s probably just that...that calling in our blood. Has nothing to do with either of us as people, just the way we’re designed. The way my ancestors, may they rot in their prisons, made it. They created his kind for...for us. Firelords. Divine servants.” He spears another piece of steak.

“That doesn’t make it false,” says Amandine with far too much glee in her voice.

Rashan sighs and gives up on the steak entirely, pushing his chair back to brace his hands on the table. “I’ve always hated the fact that I’m a Firelord, you know that. I have no connection to them whatsoever except for a name and a bit of reverence from some, spit on my boots from others.

“And then here comes this—this man encouraging me to lean into it, telling me he’ll do anything I please simply because of my bloodline. A man who until today worked for one of the most powerful men in the empire we’ve been fighting for two years. The empire who launched an attack on our territory. My territory. The land I worked so hard to gain.”

She covers his hand. “They’re just words, Rashan. You don’t have to listen to any of them.”

“It’s more than just words. It’s a feeling, it’s an instinct, it’s—I can’t describe it. You’d have to feel it to know.” He rubs his forehead. “What they say about Kel and Firelords is really true. There is a connection there, between us, that runs deeper than our regular selves.”

He gestures. “Damn it, I wish it wasn’t true. This is the last thing I need right now. I wish I could take the information he’s given me and be done with it. I didn’t feel it with any of the other Kel prisoners. Just Ellund. Undoubtedly some noble bullshit about his oath.”

Amandine purses her lips. “What are you going to do about it?”

Rashan chuckles. “I can’t keep him here in the field, that’s for sure.”

“No? You seemed more energized today because of him.”

Rashan shakes his head. “You’re just teasing me. It might’ve seen that way, I might’ve seemed”—he pauses—“energized, but that wouldn’t last forever. He’d distract me too much.”

“Oh,” Amandine says, as if she’s experiencing a profound revelation.

Rashan scowls. “Not like that. I’d always have my eye on him. I’d have to make sure he wasn’t getting into trouble.”

“I could guard him,” she says, scandalously.

Rashan shakes his head. “I’ll give him a week to prove he can stay out of trouble. If he passes, I’ll take him to the city with me and figure out how I can best utilize him.” At the look on her face, he slaps her wrist. “Let’s end this train of thought. Did anything else happen today I should know about?”

“A fight broke out in the training camp,” she says, bored, “but I handled it quickly. In fact, the most interesting thing besides Ellund’s arrival was a letter I received from my brother, where he told me...”

Rashan listens, but even he admits his focus does not lie totally on her. It lies, halfway at all times, on the man currently sitting across the compound in a prisoner tent.

––––––––
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RASHAN.

Rashan sits upright, breathing hard, reaching for the sword in the bedside pocket. It is still dark out, still quiet enough in the camp to hear only the sound of the crickets.

Ellund’s voice sounds more restless, more absentminded than when he spoke into Rashan’s mind before. He would never call Rashan by name in the light of day, after all. Rashannnn, my master...

Rashan takes his hand off the sword, slowly sinking back into his bed of furs as his heartbeat calms. He wouldn’t be surprised if Ellund was projecting his voice in his sleep, not that Rashan claims to know a lot about how the telepathy between Kel and Firelords works.

He doesn’t answer back, too afraid of waking him and creating an apologetic Ellund—an Ellund he is most certainly not equipped to deal with at three bells in the morning. He’s not even sure he can answer back. Telepathy is one of the millions of questions he doesn’t have time to ask his strange new prisoner.

The thickness of sleep rises quickly again to claim him, as Ellund’s voice continues echoing in his mind. His words are hard to decipher—murmurs, low, soothing sounds that have an inexplicable pull on Rashan’s mind. In this moment, Rashan can’t remember why it’s such a bad thing to let it lull him back to sleep. Simple instinct guides him.

He does not wake again until six bells, nor does he dream. When one of his messengers rouses him with a pile of correspondence, Rashan finds himself well rested and entirely clearheaded for the first time in months.
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“...AND THE LAST OF THE new deployments have been moved here, as per your orders.” Amandine points to a spot on the battle map they’ve made generous and weathered use
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