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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—including three very important figures caught inside the Dathirii Tower who vowed to fight Hellion together. And so we leave with a final presentation and a final wish.

 

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

Yultes Dathirii, liaison with a now-angry House Allastam. Arrogant elf in a bad position.

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

Happy reading, everyone!

 

Still lost while you read? A Character Guide is available at the end to help you remember who’s who, and what they mean to one another!
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Brune had never meant to leave Kellian Dathirii alone in his cell for a full day, but an inconsequential elf hardly measured in urgency, when compared to the rush of meetings and scrying she accomplished with her time. The wait had fouled his mood, if the irascible pounding of fists on flimsy stone walls served as any indication. Perhaps she should have abandoned him still encased in rock, as he was when she’d brought him into the underground network of her headquarters. He’d be stiffer and equally disagreeable, no doubt, but at least his two guards would’ve been spared the noise.

She had warned him of the pointlessness of it when she’d first left him in the cell, explaining in very clear terms that she had crafted the walls of his prison with Gresh’s grace, and very little could erode Their everlasting power. Only another priest of Gresh would stand a chance at escaping—provided they could best her own inner strength. Brune did not mention the keys; she’d rather let the Captain believe he wouldn’t hatch from his egg-shaped cell until she desired it. 

Kellian had paid her words no mind, of course. Stubborn righteousness ran in the blood—a peculiarity of House Dathirii that made them a wonderfully interesting player in any schemes one wove around Isandor. She hadn’t expected any trading merchant family to lean into incorruptible ethics with such vigour when she’d arrived a decade ago, but Brune enjoyed a good challenge. Isandor, the renowned City of Spires, had held quite its share of surprises. Even now, she sometimes forgot how deeply melodramatic its inhabitant liked to be, especially when compared to Nal-Gresh’s population. No wonder Lord William loved it so much. The eccentric towers and lush gardens were but a surface manifestation of the city’s natural inclination towards sweeping gesture and overreaction. In that sense, Isandor was as firmly Allorian as the region stretching south of it.

Even with her low expectations for Kellian's willingness to heed her advice, his decision to punch a wall until his hands bled left her pondering. Brune enjoyed untangling what lay behind others’ actions; it always paid to learn more about an adversary or ally. First of all, Kellian Dathirii was not hammering away out of panic. He had a reputation for calm under pressure, especially when faced with an enemy. While none of her troops had reported exceptional feats of cunning from him, he was not so slow of wit as to believe he could escape in such a fashion. She’d trapped countless merchants in there while competitors moved on a business opportunity, many of which had tried cleverer tactics—to no avail, truly. No, he was making a point. About loyalty, refusal to cave or give up, about forcing others to acknowledge your existence, about not playing by their rules, or such similar things. The exact reason mattered less than the act of futile defiance. Brune doubted he even knew precisely why he kept hammering at his prison cell’s wall. He considered her an enemy—which was fair, since she had snatched him off a High City bridge and imprisoned him while House Allastam took over the Dathirii Tower and ousted Kellian’s liege—but in truth, that assessment was a mistake. She wished for House Dathirii to survive a while longer, and it was increasingly clear it would not do so without her help. 

Brune stopped outside the cell area, her fingers tracing the geometric markings etched into the walls. They reminded her of the hundred-foot high frescoes along the inside shell of Nal-Gresh, a masterpiece of art in honour of the Earth Shaper, each of its delicate lines illuminated by soft yellow lights. Hers glowed too, and everyone could navigate the headquarters by their radiance. The patterns themselves contained clues about paths and locations for those who knew the code—a simple way of allowing her blind lieutenant, Xan, to guide themself through touch. 

It had been a decade since she’d carved this space for herself and her people under Isandor, but even now, she could hear Hasryan’s laugh when he’d first witnessed the walls. 

“Is it Emmior you miss, or Nal-Gresh?” he’d asked, all smug adolescent mockery. 

“Both,” she’d answered, and her honesty had taken him aback. 

It had been the truth then, and it still was today. Over a decade had passed since she’d sent Hasryan, her best assassin, to kill her partner—in crime, and so much more. They had been a perfect duo, their symbiosis blurring commonly understood lines, deadly and powerful … until he’d plotted to murder her. She had struck first, stolen their best mercenaries, and left the Stone-Egg City to build her own mercenary empire. Brune remembered staring at the crescent moon that night, as it reached the hole atop the city’s walls, knowing that at this precise moment, Hasryan was plunging his daggers into the man’s heart. She hadn’t scried on it; there were some events even she had no desire to witness.

Brune chided herself for the melancholy—their partnership had been over, one way or another, and she always prevailed—and refocused on the present. Kellian Dathirii would not be a compliant ally, but she wanted to start smoothing out some edges before she had need of him. He’d festered long enough; it was time to clarify some facts. The faint pounding she’d felt through the stone echoed more strongly as she walked to the cell area, and when Brune nodded towards the two guards rolling dice at a nearby table, one of them didn’t bother to hide his relief. 

She stopped in front of the deeply carved ovoid lines characterizing the cell and slid her fingers into them, calling upon Gresh’s power. A coppery taste filled her mouth, a sign of her deity’s answer. Brune allowed herself to bask in Their presence, a reassuring aura, immovable and eternal. Xan had once told her she felt Them as a multitude, grains flying in a whirlwind, an expanse so large none could tame it. How many nights had they spent theorizing on whether these reflected their highly personal connection to Gresh, or if the manifestations represented Their duality of creation and destruction? No doubt some scholar had studied this and written something insightful about it. Not that it mattered. They were mercenaries playing at philosophy when alcohol ran too thick in their veins.

First, Brune sent her consciousness into the ground, quickly locating Kellian’s feet. Stone rose around them, gripping his ankles and climbing until it trapped his legs entirely. A muffled curse reached her through the walls, and Brune smiled as she disintegrated the barrier before her, opening an entryway and stepping inside.

She had shaped the cell like a perfectly symmetrical egg—another bout of nostalgia—but the floor stayed flat, about ten feet in radius. Kellian stared at the wall across from her, his back stiff, and she stifled her laughter. He must have been knocking on the wrong side.

“Good evening,” she said. 

She waved her hand, and the stone holding him shifted, spinning him around to face her. Kellian crossed his arms, his shoulders squared with pride, as if no rock trapped his feet. Every muscle of his short, wiry body was tense, and he’d tied his blonde hair into a ponytail, giving prominence to his pointed ears. Her greeting was met with a scowl.

“It cannot only be evening.” The harshness of his tone didn’t entirely cover the hint of despair. 

“There is no ‘only’. You have been here for more than a day.”

“Oh.” The sound escaped him, and for a moment his stiff posture collapsed, fatigue weighing his shoulders. He pulled himself back together quickly, raising his chin and pinning her down with a defiant look. “How long is this supposed to last?”

“An excellent question to which I do not have a definite answer.” Her gaze travelled around the barren cell and she added, “The full day of isolation was an unintentional lapse on my part, however. I’ll give instructions to bring you regular meals. Should you stop pounding so relentlessly, I can also request a mattress for you, and I could embellish your dwelling.”

Kellian snorted. “I don’t want comfort. I want to leave.”

“I’m afraid you’re grounded here until it’s safe.”

“Safe for whom? Myself, or you?”

Brune smiled. She liked those who asked the right questions. “Both.”

“I’m not scared of the Myrians. It’s my job to risk my life for others. Let me go out there and protect my family.”

That almost sounded like a plea, under all the gruffness. The poor elf was running on too little sleep and too little information.

“Sit down.”

Brune gestured towards the ground and called upon Gresh, morphing the stone encasing Kellian’s legs into a seat for him, wrapping the earth around his hip so that he had no choice but to obey. His grunt of disapproval warmed her heart, and she created a second pillar for herself.

“It’s time for me to lay cards on the table.” 

As if, she thought, and Kellian's grimace reflected the same idea. He leaned backward as much as the chair would allow, sneering. But just because she wouldn’t tell him everything didn’t mean she would lie about what she did reveal. “In the time you took to bring your aunt to the headquarters, Hasryan Fel’ethier left her quarters and climbed the tower to Lord Dathirii’s office. There, he petitioned for Lord Dathirii to help Lady Camilla, and in the process gained his protection and joined the expedition to save High Priest Varden Daramond. You would have arrived to this meeting after Lord Dathirii’s departure for the Golden Table, and as I could not predict your reaction to Hasryan’s presence, I swept you off the street. When I can’t control a player, I remove it.”

Lord Kellian Dathirii had gone stiff, his jaw set, his eyes boring holes into her. He’d flattened his two hands against the stone at his hips and now pressed the butt of his palms into it, releasing what anger he could without moving. She admired his self-control—more proof his earlier knocking had nothing to do with panic. Slowly, Kellian brought his hands back on his lap. “How do you know all of this?”

She laughed, and he scowled at the deep staccato of her voice. “My dear Kellian, it’s my job to know things, especially those affecting my people.” And Hasryan would always be one of them, no matter what plans demanded or how much he hated her now. “When one of them goes underground, I keep them hidden, to the Sapphire Guard's great frustration. They must not enjoy the inconsistency of their poor divination spells.”

“So your assassin is with our team. With Lord Dathirii’s approval.”

“Indeed,” she confirmed. “I could have released you once they had left the Dathirii Tower, but it came to my attention a kill order had been attached to your name should you resist during the following takeover by House Allastam—which you would have, I’m sure—so I judged it best to keep you here. As I said, for your safety.”

Kellian blanched and sucked his breath in, once again putting a commendable effort into remaining calm. “I would rather have died than let them run into our home unchecked.”

“Yes, I’m well aware a pointless but heroic death would have been your first choice.” She dismissed his answer with a hand-wave and leaned forward, meeting Kellian’s eyes, unflinching at the hatred burning in them. May Gresh grant her patience, he was as overdramatic as the other nobles of Isandor. “None of your family perished, though at this moment most of the city has no idea where to find Lord Dathirii. Well, Diel, now. You’ve lost your titles. Did I mention a lot has happened? A veritable landslide of events.”

“All of it while I’m stuck here,” he countered, gritting his teeth. “What do you want? If you won’t release me, you must want something.”

Brune leaned back and waited before answering. She couldn’t underestimate Kellian, even if the gruff captain was no master schemer. “I want many things, most of which are none of your concern. I have concluded, however, that the Myrians’ continued presence in Isandor would be detrimental to several of these objectives. Which means that we want the same thing: we want Master Avenazar gone from our neighbourhood, and we want his new alliance with House Allastam to crumble before it has fully taken flight. It makes us allies, however temporary that might be.”

“No better ally than the one who will stab you in the back as soon as they no longer need you.” Kellian leaned forward, meeting her gaze. “I know a trap when I see one. You’ll either demand something in return for your help, or place yourself in a position where you can grab it no matter what we think of it.”

Brune lifted her hands, palms up, and countered him with a nonchalant shrug. “I’m a mercenary leader, not a charity. You’ll find, I believe, that my prices are fair, and the benefits invaluable.”

He rolled his eyes. Brune had not expected Kellian to dance with joy at her proposal—metaphorically, of course—but his attitude annoyed her anyway. She rose to her feet, lowering her stone seat in the process.

“We can discuss details later. Understand, however, that if I deem it necessary, you will have my help whether you like it or not, at the time and manner of my choosing.”

“Not unlike now, is that it?” Kellian retorted.

“Precisely.”

“If you seek an alliance…” He started his sentence slowly, doubt weighing his every word. “One would think releasing me would be a good show of faith.”

And waste a precious resource? No. Brune might not know how Kellian fit in with all the moving pieces yet, but she had no intention of throwing away her chance to have him on hand when an opportunity arose. Alone out there, he’d simply join one group of Dathirii or another and become a predictable player in this ever-evolving mess.

“I keep my shows of faith for the Earth Shaper, thank you.”

She turned her back on him, releasing the stone holding him tight in a sharp movement, causing him to fall hard on the floor. Kellian hit the ground with a grunt but swiftly leaped to his feet, recovering with impressive fluidity. He surprised her by staying put instead of attempting to jump her. Perhaps the ease with which she wielded magic had convinced him not to waste his time in a pointless assault. 

“Now, I will certainly return as the situation develops. Until then, however, should I have a mattress brought, or will you continue banging on the walls during every waking hour?”

Not that the sound reached her. This was a test of Kellian’s willingness to negotiate, at least on a small scale. The ceaseless pounding had been a statement, but also a demand to be acknowledged. She had come and offered a deal, and if he took it, it meant he could accept having his needs met by an enemy. If that was true, then even Kellian Dathirii could, when presented with the right incentive, become a potent ally. Brune waited, too used to silence and games of power to let any impatience show. When Kellian sighed, she knew she had won.

“Bring me the mattress,” he said, before sitting on the floor, cross-legged and thoughtful.
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The last days had tested Branwen’s skills in brand new ways. She was used to sliding in and out of disguises as the situation required, flitting from one informant to the next or sitting in tea houses, taverns, and other locations ripe for debates and meetings. It was harder to accomplish those goals when her glorious wardrobe was inaccessible, drastically limiting her options to conceal herself at a time when discretion held even more weight. 

The fall of House Dathirii and Diel’s disappearance were the talk of the city no matter the height at which you lived, and residents of all stripes enjoyed speculating about which members of her family were missing, which remained inside of their own will, and which had been trapped there. Information was particularly scarce the first day, and she’d had to listen to numerous strangers declare with vehement conviction that as House Dathirii’s spymaster, only she could have orchestrated this coup. Many argued her supposed capture by Myrians had been a ploy, and that the troops invading the great elven tower had only looked like Allastam soldiers, but had in fact been sent from the enclave. 

The mysterious enclave explosion added to the mystique of this theory, as did the rumours that it had left Master Avenazar bedridden. Many residents of the higher layers of Isandor reported great smoke and flashes of light spotted from balconies and windows, and they were eager to speculate about their origins. When Branwen investigated the Upper City, she had to sit there, fuming, as nobles and upper crust merchants concocted the wildest stories, all of which subtly deflected blame away from House Allastam. That must be their handiwork; they hadn’t wasted a second directing the flow of rumours.

So she got to work countering them. She invented witnesses that had watched the Allastam troops walk out of their tower, pointed out the strange timing of the attack and how it coincided with the Dathirii losing their titles—something Myrians could not have predicted. She spread rumours which facts would bolster eventually: that Branwen Dathirii was missing, that Dathirii nobles had escaped their home and wouldn’t stand by the coup, that Hellion Dathirii now claimed the office of the Head of the House, that Lord Allastam himself had been sighted within the great tree spire that night. With a few well-placed coins, she convinced others to raise those same questions. She doubted they’d sway anyone. All she needed was to stop Allastam’s version from being set in stone before Diel decided on their next step. Besides, you couldn’t keep a whole household bottled up, and it was only a matter of time before facts emerged from the Dathirii Tower. 

The indigo sky announced their third dawn at Cal’s as Branwen snuck back into the cozy home they had invaded. Warmth sunk into her bones and she sighed in relief, slowly pulling off her gloves and allowing her frozen toes time to thaw. Three bundles of blankets and cushions marked people’s sleeping spots in the living room, and her heart twinged as she noticed how Diel—unmistakable with his splash of golden hair—clung to a bigger pillow as if it was another body. He’d tried putting up a front, but he’d been frazzled and distracted ever since Hellion Dathirii had taken the tower—or, perhaps more to the point, ever since he’d been separated from Jaeger.

A soft melody drifted from the bedroom’s door, draping itself over the quiet household. Vellien’s voice soothed Branwen as much as the inside warmth, if not more. With a smile, she carefully picked her way across the room, striding around Hasryan, then over Cal, and slipped through the cracked-open door.

Hushed light bathed Cal’s blue bedroom, its diffuse glow emanating from her cousin’s palm. They sat by the bed, one hand on Varden’s shoulder while the other formed a circle over their heart. The song must be a prayer to Alluma, then. Branwen found a nearby seat and settled in it, unwilling to interrupt. Even though they directed their magic at Varden, Vellien’s crystalline notes acted as a balm on her nerves. She closed her eyes, and exhaustion sloughed off of her as she drifted to sleep.

A gentle hand on her shoulder woke her up, and she blinked her bleary eyes until they focused on her uncle. Someone had wrapped her into a warm blanket, and sunlight streamed through the windows. Varden still slept, his brow smooth and his breath steady—his usual state, these days—and Vellien had crawled into the second half of the bed, their back to the fire priest.

“You’ve been out all night, haven’t you?” 

Branwen couldn’t help her smirk. Although concern weighed Diel’s voice, she’d heard that same question from Kellian or him so often in the past, right before they scolded her and Garith, it was hard to think of anything else. 

“Oh yes, out joining the wildest revelries I could find.”

“I’m sure.” He squeezed her shoulder. “A pile of pillows isn’t a mattress, but it’s still better than a chair. Please take mine and get a real night—or day—of rest.”

How long had she slept? Two hours, maybe three? Branwen stifled a yawn, pushing back against her fatigue. “Can’t,” she mumbled.

Diel’s gentle smile faltered. “No news from our home?”

Watching the hope dim in his green eyes was almost unbearable. Every time she returned to Cal’s house, Diel’s gaze tracked her, searching with quiet desperation for a sign she had anything concrete about Jaeger. She hated disappointing him, and hated even more that she'd made countering Allastam's narrative a priority over digging out specifics about House Dathirii. As much as Branwen wished to find out how her family fared, she didn’t see how the information would help them.

“Nothing new,” she said. “Uncle… What would you do if you knew? What could you do?”

Silence met her question, and with every passing second, guilt gnawed Branwen more heavily. Perhaps she should have kept the thought to herself. Diel didn’t deserve to be reminded of his powerlessness. Jaeger was out of his reach, at the mercy of Hellion’s cruelty. Deserved or not, however … he needed the reminder.

“Nothing,” he finally whispered, and his shoulders slumped. He set his gaze on the floor, a curtain of golden hair falling before his face. “I just… I need to know, Branwen. I can’t think of anything else.”

Branwen scooped his hands up, bringing them on her lap. “Then let’s think about it. Let’s think about what we can do to get ready! I don’t want to wait for the hammer to fall, Uncle. Forget the news: let’s gather our allies. We had trade deals all over the city. Surely some of these merchants would rather work with us than Hellion.”

“We don’t have anything to offer them.” Diel pulled his hands away and straightened, flipping his hair back. Branwen wanted to shut her eyes and lock away the sight of his exhausted hopelessness. It was so wrong, on her miracle-working uncle. “I’m a political pariah, with no titles and no gold behind my name. Who would risk the trouble?”

“We can’t know if we don’t ask.” Her forced cheer wouldn’t fool anyone, let alone Diel. “I’ll check on our network of merchants. Stop worrying about how much I sleep, and try to think of nobles who could funnel gold or legitimacy our way. Waiting for the bad news to tumble to us won’t help Jaeger.”

“All right,” he said, but his frown didn’t ease. 

Branwen doubted she’d get more from him today, so she slid out of the chair and stood up. “People love you more than you give them credit for. Titled or not, what Lord Allastam did was heinous. We’ll find a way to use it against him, and then we’ll have our home back, and you’ll be with Jaeger again.”

Diel’s shoulders lifted as he breathed in deeply, then lowered. They didn’t sag, not this time, and Branwen took heart in that minuscule change. She craved Diel’s unrelenting optimism—it was too strange and too draining to be the one putting on the brave face and meeting despair with calm reassurances. Branwen wasn’t meant for this role reversal, and she didn’t know if she could keep it up. She’d try, though, for as long as her uncle needed her to. With a deep, steadying breath of her own, Branwen left the bedroom and readied herself for another long day.

She did not go rumour-hunting, not this time. It was time to stop trying to piece together what had happened in the Dathirii Tower from overheard conversations. Without a spy in her household, she had to consider that avenue a dead end. Her best bet in that regard would be Alton, whose work within House Allastam allowed him to catch quite a lot of gossip, but when she inspected the public flower pot in which they concealed messages, she found no discarded blue flower to indicate he’d left her something. She checked the cache anyway, in case someone had picked up the flower and erased the signal, to no avail. At least her own note, left on her first day out after the explosion, was gone, so he knew she wanted a meeting. It’d come. Altonhad never let her down before.

In the meantime, she’d prove what she had told her uncle—that among the merchants who’d remained loyal through the upheavals of the Myrians’ financial and physical assaults, many would stand with them, if given a chance to rally. They only needed to know which ones, and what it would take to get them on board.
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Branwen never got to the merchants at all—or rather, she got to Jolyan’s Joyous Jewelry’s door and stopped short, her eyes latching onto the woman idly guarding it. Long russet hair, beautiful freckles, lean muscles, and an endearingly loud laugh. Cordelia. Cordelia, who had stood night duty when Branwen had escaped the Myrian Enclave. Cordelia, who had caught her as she fell and wiped dirt from her cheek to make her “presentable” before she crawled her way to Diel’s office. Cordelia, who had a wry smile that sent flutters down her spine and biceps to dream of. Cordelia, who was definitely one of Kellian’s guards, many of which had vanished after Allastam troops overtook their tower, and who had certainly ditched the Dathirii ceremonial armour Branwen had last seen her with.

She had replaced it with a indigo slim wool coat that skimmed her waist and split in two, allowing for warmth and freedom of movement, on top of which she’d draped a fur-lined pale grey cloak. Her winter hat matched the coat, and a long braid emerged from under it. The whole was far more stylish than Kellian’s fancy breastplate, and the pleasant aesthetic effect dimmed Branwen’s slight irritation that their guards had removed all Dathirii symbolism.

Branwen readjusted the knitted beret on her head, which did much to hide her tell-tale ears, and strutted to the guard, plastering her brightest smile on. She wasn’t halfway there when Cordelia spotted her, her brow furrowing into confusion—points for efficient perception, Branwen thought, before waving at her. 

“Miss Cordelia!” she called. “How strange, to find you watching another door than ours. That is what you’re doing, right? Or are you available for a drink?”

Recognition hit Cordelia halfway through the invitation and her eyes widened. Her gaze flicked briefly at the jewelry door next to her. “Been guarding this place since the Captain asked me to, Miss Branwen—and that is the proper address now, isn’t it?”

Light humour tinged her tone, but Branwen’s heart twinged nonetheless. She’d chided Cordelia for skipping over her title when she’d escaped from the enclave, in jest more than any real concern about propriety, but now the title was truly gone and its absence reminded her of Hellion’s treachery, Allastam’s arrogance, and all the ways this city had its head up its ass. Still, Cordelia remembered the exchange, and that knowledge slid into Branwen, warm and exciting. 

“It is,” she confirmed. “You didn’t answer my second question.”

New dimples appeared in Cordelia’s cheeks as she smiled, making Branwen’s heart stutter. “In half an hour I leave to have lunch,” she said. “If you intend to exploit these liminal days where I’m not under your family’s employ to flirt, you can take the spare time to browse jewelry for a gift, yes? I am fond of eccentric earrings when off duty.”

Wow. Forward, wasn't she? And unafraid to call Branwen’s act for what it was. Pink climbed to her cheeks and heat flushed through her. She’d never been one to refuse a challenge. Besides, this absolutely counted as a meaningful use of their limited funds, didn’t it? Most of the gold they had left came from Cal’s improbable luck and constant generosity, and if she’d learned anything about their gracious host, it’s that he'd beg for her not to turn down this lady. She flashed Cordelia a grin.

“Let’s see what Jolyan’s Joyous Jewelry has in store, why don’t we?”

Not that Cordelia wouldn’t know. If she enjoyed the jewelry she seemed to guard, she must have browsed a few times. Which meant Branwen needed to unearth the piece she’d had in mind with that description. She roamed the modest boutique in search of it—and truly, while Jolyan’s had plenty of options, Branwen had developed an expertise in sizing up others’ sense of aesthetics and in finding the rare treasure in a mountain of choice.

When she laid eyes on a pair of asymmetrical earrings, one a sideways cat with its paw raised playfully, the other a ball of blue yarn with a single string of tiny aquamarines trickling down, she knew she had her winner. It was silly, to buy such a thing now, while her family struggled to survive and her home had been ripped from her, but her heart hammered with quiet joy at the idea, and the excitement jolted her awake, as if she’d rested for two days instead of two hours.

Cordelia’s smile as she unveiled her choice was worth every doubt and future recriminations. It sparkled, warming her entire expression, and Branwen caught herself enraptured by the crinkle at the guard’s eyebrows, the long and thick nose, the frizzy hair escaping her braid. Cordelia had always been a pretty, light-hearted sort of crush—a beautiful woman she loved to look at without any real intentions—but now that they sat at a table together, freshly baked bread and a selection of terrines, creamy cheese, and other deliciousness to combine between them, Branwen could tell why she’d been attracted. Cordelia had a mature, confident charm that challenged you to earn her attention.

“So you are flirting,” Cordelia said after silently holding up the earrings, watching sunlight glint off the aquamarine.

Branwen busied herself with their meal, flattening the cheese on her warm bread until it melted. She wished she could remove her lighter cloak and hood, but this establishment was a small dinery at the frontier between the Middle and Upper City, and she’d rather not be spotted. 

“Garith has taught me never to hesitate, and always be clear with my intent,” she said, “so, yes, I am. But I also have questions for you.” 

“That makes two of us.” Cordelia, despite the loud grumbling her stomach had emitted when they’d entered this place and caught a whiff of fresh bread, had yet to touch her food. She set the earrings down, and her smile vanished with them. “We’ve no news of our captain, Allastam soldiers are in our home, and many of the merchants we’re supposed to protect from Myrian assault have received a missive from the Dathirii Tower voiding what arrangements they had. There are rumours, of course, but…”

“You say ‘we’… Are you and other Dathirii guards still in contact?”

“Some of us. We’d all hoped colleagues had more information than us, so we reached out. Those of us on missions away from the tower knew better than to try and set foot within it. All we put together is these Allastam bastards killed some of our fellows, and no one’s got a clue where Kellian was during this mess.” She snatched up one piece of bread and tore through it. “What is he waiting for? We thought he was dead, same as his troops in the tower, but those who survived the night said they never caught a glimpse of him. Left his people adrift, grieving and angry.”

Every word out of Cordelia’s mouth doused Branwen’s quiet joy at their casual flirt. So much for a pleasant chat; as always, they had bigger matters to attend to. She’d hoped, upon spotting her, that they might’ve heard of Kellian, that after failing to find any Dathirii not trapped in the Tower, her uncle had sought his soldiers throughout the city. No such luck. She grimaced.

“I wish I knew. He should’ve been with me that day, but he never showed up.”

She shoved another piece of bread in her belly—terrine covered, this time, pork and apples—and Cordelia followed suit. Quiet dread draped them as they ate. Something must have happened to Kellian, who’d always been amongst the most loyal and reliable of them.

“I’ll piece it together,” she told Cordelia, “I don’t believe he abandoned you, or any of us. Lord Allastam had planned this attack, timing it to move as soon as we’d lost our titles at the Golden Table. He might have something to do with it. But this isn’t over, and we’re about to start fighting back properly. Just hold tight.”

Cordelia snorted. “Hold tight?” She played with a piece of bread, shaking her head. “You got a beautiful smile, Miss Branwen, and a great sense of people, but that won’t feed me—nor will loyalty feed the others, or their family. Lots of us already found work elsewhere. We had to.”

Of course. House Dathirii had been a job to them, no matter how much camaraderie had bloomed between Kellian’s troops. They might want revenge, but that didn’t mean they could afford to idle for their chance at it. She sighed.

“I understand. I’d love to speak with the others, though. Anyone inside and outside the Tower when this went down. You never know who might have key information, and we’ll need all we can find.”

“I’ll get you in touch.” Cordelia’s smile returned, melting away the worry weighing on Branwen’s heart. “They’ll be happy to help however they can.”

And that was all she could ask for now. Branwen wished they’d all been waiting for the Dathirii signal, but that had been foolish of her. House Dathirii had relied on them for security—or, truly, the prestige that came from hiring dedicated guards—and, in turn, they’d relied on them for income. With that relationship falling apart, they had no reason to trail behind except sentimentality, so they’d started moving on with their lives. Branwen would take what help they could give, when they could give it—which, from the sound of it, might still be a lot. She rewarded Cordelia with a bright smile.

“Then I’m glad fate brought us together today,” she said smoothly, leaning over the table, “and I’ll be even more so if you can take my mind off this awful business for half an hour.”

Cordelia laughed, a booming sound that already did wonders to cleanse Branwen’s thoughts. 

“Then let me tell you about my family,” she said and as they emptied the plates and ordered more bread, she brushed a vivid portrait of life with two cats and seven birds, in her two-room flat towards the lower end of the Middle City, peppering anecdotes with a wry humour that had Branwen’s sides hurting from laughing. It didn’t matter, if nothing came out of this flirt but a nice, relaxing lunch. She needed this break and drank in the solace Cordelia offered without hesitation, allowing her companion’s frankness to seep through her.
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“Jilssan?”

At Isra’s question, Jilssan startled awake and straightened in a hurry. Sunlight streamed through her window, splashing across her desk and forcing her to squint. How late was it? She must have fallen asleep at her desk, using a magic tome as a pillow—which, quite frankly, was not the best. Jilssan rubbed the back of her neck and turned towards Isra, who’d walked in and closed the door behind her.

“Is that a book?” Isra asked, leaning past Jilssan to peek at it. Her lips pinched in disgust. “That’s unlike you. ‘Practice overrules theory’, no?”

“If you know what to practise,” Jilssan replied.

Her gaze slid back to her night’s reading. From Emotional Empathy to Mind Control: A Survey of Mind Spells and Their Endless Possibilities. Heavy with theory, dry as a desert … a perfect candidate to fall asleep on, if one was honest. Not that she could afford such behaviour, not if she wanted to find a way to defend herself against Avenazar’s most devastating magic. 

It was only a matter of time before she or Isra became targets now, so Jilssan had roamed the enclave’s small library and collected pertinent work. Most of her research, however, had been pilfered directly from Avenazar’s office, where they’d stayed as he’d used them to build his latest spell for Varden. She’d have to return them if he showed signs of leaving his bed, so until then, she intended to decipher and understand as much of them as she could. As pointless as it was likely to turn out, she had to try.

“Knowledge is never superfluous. I should have been digging up this kind of information the moment I grasped how volatile our great leader is.”

Isra threw a fearful look at the door behind her and scuttled deeper inside Jilssan’s room, as if it could protect her. She settled on the bed, leaving her legs hanging. She had gathered her thick brown hair in a massive ponytail, leaving only strands to fall out of it and clearing her face. Jilssan still caught herself marvelling at her apprentice’s transformation—the physical one, certainly, but even more so at the shift in her behaviour. She had grown more serious, often sinking into silent thoughts. Her previous chirpiness had vanished, replaced by constant worry.

“You don’t think you can keep poisoning him,” Isra stated. “Not without him noticing.”

Jilssan searched for reassuring words, but none came. She had dosed Master Avenazar every day since the temple’s explosion, convincing him to drink a concoction that threw him into a feverish sleep akin to infections. In his few hours of wakefulness, he railed against Priestess Yavia, the unfortunate soul who’d inherited Varden’s responsibilities as the enclave’s healer, for her incompetence. She hated small talk and avoided him to the best of her ability. The gist of his wrist injury might have been fixed, but Jilssan’s little trick had kept him from recovering fully and she’d thought that would be enough. After all, Avenazar had plenty of enemies in Isandor who wouldn’t waste such an opportunity to finish him off … right?

The first two nights, she had gone to bed expecting to be shaken awake by terrified guards or the enclave’s magical alarms, or even to be greeted in the morning by the delightful news of Master Avenazar’s assassination. She’d used the time to brush up on powerful communication spells and reach out to Master Enezi, Isra’s father. Jilssan had confirmed with him that the girl by her side was indeed his daughter, not an impostor, and asked what help he could offer. Travel to the enclave would take too long, but he’d promised to do everything he could to get Master Avenazar demoted and asked her to keep Isra safe in the meantime. Through whatever means necessary, he’d said, but when she’d inquired about what protection he’d provide should foul play come to light, he’d mellowed and mumbled about limited influence on the Circle of Mages. Best not to get caught red-handed, in short, so she’d hoped someone else could put an end to Avenazar on her behalf.

No one had deigned to, not yet anyway. But how long could she keep poisoning Avenazar? If Lord Dathirii and his allies couldn’t be counted upon, she would have to try the next best thing.

“Don’t worry, Isra.” She met the girl’s deep brown eyes and forced a smile. “I have a plan, as always.” More accurately, she had the first step of a plan: ruin the alliance with Lord Allastam, and make it personal. “It involves pitting two dangerously violent men against each other, which promises to be thrilling, but I’m sure it’ll work out.”

Isra paled, but she raised her chin defiantly. “How can I help?”

Another marked change in Isra: she no longer tried to dodge responsibilities, demanding them instead. It pleased Jilssan, although she had no idea what to entrust her with in this particular case. “For now, not much. You can keep the research up while I put things into motion. The more we know about how to defend ourselves, the better.”

Isra’s determined expression faltered—she enjoyed digging into books about as much as Jilssan, which was to say not at all. Sometimes one had to undertake tasteless tasks to survive, however, and she withheld any protests. “Do you think we can really learn that? To protect ourselves from him?”

Jilssan almost lied to her again, but it seemed too cruel to hide that particular truth. “No, I don’t, but I’ve been wrong before.” With that, she slid out of her chair and walked up to Isra, gripping her shoulders. “I know only one type of protection that works against Avenazar: deflection. Redirect his anger to a shinier target, and you might control his course to some extent. So if he ever comes for you … if I’m not here to shield you, make sure someone else catches the brunt of the blow. Don’t hesitate, Isra. It’ll be you or them.”

Isra’s breath itched at the suggestion, her eyes widening in horror. 

“Isra.” Jilssan squeezed her shoulders and caught her gaze. When she spoke again, her voice allowed no disagreements. “Promise me.”

Still, her apprentice hesitated. She swallowed hard, her head shaking even as she replied. “I… I promise.”

It would have to be enough, Jilssan decided. She straightened up and sighed. It was time to face Avenazar’s foul mood. 

“Good luck with the books,” she said, wishing she could stay, study, and steer clear from Avenazar. Jilssan reminded herself once more about what needed to be done, holding the mantra close to her heart as she left to prepare poison, in words and drinks both.
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Jilssan forced a smile to her lips before she stepped into Master Avenazar’s quarters, building her walls and patience for the encounter to come. She brought her latest brew, a hot and spicy mix that would ignite his fever again, once it had time to settle into his system. She found Avenazar wide awake, angry eyes staring at the ceiling, skin pale and crummy. Bandages still wrapped around his right wrist, which he held close to his body, and he’d grown so thin his skin stretched against his skull. He glared at her as she approached the bed and set the drink down on a side table.

“Jilssan.” His voice was a rattle of bones. “Useless wastes of skin have been fussing over my health for an hour. You best bring news that’ll cheer me up, or I’m tearing this building down.”

Ah, a warm greeting and dire warning all at once—just what she’d wanted! “I’m afraid I cannot create favourable events, Avez,” she said, slowly at first before continuing in a singsong voice. “I got you something to drink the healers would hate, though.”

Her phrasing melted away Avenazar’s wariness. He snatched it up and downed the cup, eager for his petty vengeance, and Jilssan resisted the urge to grin. If everything went this smoothly today, she wouldn’t complain. Her mirth lasted only until Avenazar slammed the cup back on the table.

“Whatever this is a diversion for, just be done with it. I have no patience for people beating around the bush. Out with the bad news.”

Jilssan hesitated—long enough for him to scowl at her, and for her to decide she risked more by waiting. She grabbed one of the chairs the healers had pushed away and sat next to him, considering the best approach for this. “Have you spoken with the guard captain about the team that infiltrated the enclave?”

“And endure another fool? Why would I waste my time with his excuses? If he couldn’t keep intruders out, he deserves to be fired.”

Excellent. Unlike Avenazar, she had talked to the man. In their brief discussions following Diel Dathirii’s escape, he had frequently implied Isra should be blamed for everything that had unfolded. “I’ll be glad to take care of that for you. Especially since it seems he didn’t have the courage to bring you disagreeable news, instead bestowing them on me.”

Avenazar rolled his eyes and gestured for her to get on with it. Jilssan steadied herself, readying her lies. She’d killed the guards Branwen and her team had left unconscious to keep a lid on what had happened that night, and it was about to pay off. No one but her had the full truth.

“Here is what I learned: Lord Allastam is not as greedy as we’d anticipated. The carriage which should have contained Diel Dathirii instead arrived with his niece, Branwen, and several allies. This is why he freed Lord Arathiel Brasten—to send him in our walls and save Varden. Lord Allastam must have known all along. He played us.”

Here lay the most dangerous part of her lie. Avenazar hated being wrong, and Jilssan’s story implied he had misjudged Lord Allastam. He wouldn’t like it, so she had been careful to use “we” and “us”, sharing in the blame for this alliance even though he hadn’t included her in any plans about it. She needed him to believe this and act
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