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For my darkling:

They don't love like we do.




For the reader:

The world of Aurea, Cimmer and Mirror Realms is a world where love is not simple and paths are not straightforward. Here every saint has a past, and every villain has a future.

If you are no stranger to being broken, feeling lost or hitting the rock bottom, you will find your own light and your own darkness staring back at you from these pages – and here, you will find a home.

To depict this story as it happened is to depict mental illness, violence, sex, bondage and domination, physical injuries and recovering from them, hopelessness and despair. Readers sensitive to these themes are advised to take this into consideration.

Now, let us begin...




In the valley of shadow there lies a dark scar

On the scar is a silver lake, shining like star

On the shore, a pale maiden holding a sword

For only with life you can open death's door




In the beginning, when the world was created, it was created in the image of a lake.

On the surface of the lake was the light and life, the trees and animals, the sun and the crescent silver moon. This became the world as we know it.

But the lake also had a reflection. This reflection, too, became a place: a world of shadows, an echo. Everything in there lived without knowing the warmth of the sun, wandering in darkness and finding their solace there.

Just like two sides of the moon, these two worlds lived without seeing each other, eternally tied to each other, their fates intertwined.

The world of light became known among our people as the land of visible light, the moonlit path, or the realm of light. The reflection became known as the land of shadows, valley of death, or the final home.

There were sometimes those who traveled from light to dark, or from shadows to the moonlight, because they found their home in the realm they had not been born in.

This story tells you of the one who became the traveller between these Mirror worlds.

The one who served both the Moon and the Raven.
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Chapter 1: Explosion

The spot marked on the map must have been wrong, because there was no assassin hideout.

All Quir could see was a rocky shore, where the wintry forest frowned at the weather calming from the storm. Frustration came out as a raven's call.

Following the shoreline further north revealed a brief metallic glimpse from between the trees, then it disappeared from her sight again. Frustration changed into glee as she adjusted her wings to catch a thermal to approach.

She would check the hideout before Kiril would get here, before they would have another argument. If Kiril did not come here, he would not accidentally get himself killed by being careless.

Of all the hunts she had been on, this was so far proving the most dangerous. She thought about the hideout in Steelkeep; bodies of people who had been loyal to Kiril, Kiril's tight expression. It had taken a good while to find someone who was willing to talk: those who had managed to avoid Haze's ire were afraid. Nobody wanted to be the next on his list.

She did not think Kiril and her had time to spare for arguing. The lack of sleep from the past week made her thoughts slow and sluggish.

But she had to focus. The information they had gotten could still turn out to be a trap.

Upon approach she saw a small stream where the flash had been, just large enough that a small boat could be dragged off the shore and be hidden among the rocks. Not large enough to be a smuggling harbor, not even a remote one.

She circled the area and examined it carefully. No people, but traces of them; a hidden boat, a burrow filled with barrels and boxes, lanterns, rations. As she flew closer, she saw another boat dragged over to the shore. It was covered by a heavy layer of snow.

There was an odd, sharp scent from the barrels. Like sulphur.

Strange.

She landed on top of the barrels to examine them, but also to perch comfortably for a long wait. If she would wait long enough, people would show up. She could see where they went, where they came from. If one of them could be Haze. Kiril would not be here for another day, maybe two. Unlike him, she would do this carefully, and neither of them would get killed.

If only they could stop arguing. If only she was not so tired. If only the voices inside her head-

A faint hiss reached her ear - like a struck match, except the sound did not stop, it grew. Something ruffled her feathers, like there was levin in the air - an approaching thunderstorm.

She only had time to tilt her head in confusion before the barrels burst into fire and splinters of wood.

Explosion.

She remembered another explosion from many years ago. Fire, fire all around her.

Darkness settled in before the fear did.
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Chapter 2: Darkness

Darkness and the scent of smoke, fire and burning hair, seared flesh. She would not eat meat cooked over fire for decades afterwards. Nerion screaming and running to her.

The burning sensation turned into a different kind of fire when he helped her into a chilly spring. Whispered apologies drowned under her sobbing.

Their empty home turned into an island for two shipwrecked. Quir rested on her bed and watched the moon in the sky night after night. Other children ran around outside and she wondered if Nerion was with them.

Nerion, who came back early in the morning and would not tell her where he had been, when he came to feed her.

Nerion, who spent more and more time with his journal, eyes burning, gaze closed-off.

Memories shifted and mixed with each other like images layered on top of each other. The explosion of her past was the same as the explosion now, the fire was the same, the pain was the same. The silence of the frost-covered shore was the silence of her home. Nerion's anger was Kiril's anger, both of them left and abandoned her. The blanket of snow was the same as her blanket at home.

She was cold.

When she woke up to high fever, her body burning, she was no longer alone. Orion, her father, had knelt down next to her and rested his cool hand on her forehead.

Is she alive?

Nerion was the one asking, but it did not sound like the brother she knew. Cool snow fell on her face. Orion lifted his hand back, and she was burning again.

Barely.

Her father did not sound like himself either. He pulled her up to sit, and when she tried to tell him it hurt, just a hoarse sound left her lips.

When Orion lifted Quir on his arms, pain made everything go black.

She first thought she was still burning, because her skin felt like it was on fire.

Then her mind noticed the swaying and the rough sheets below her. They chafed like a whetstone.

She made a weak sound out of her throat and turned her head slowly to one side, then to another. A coarse blanket, a coarse pillow. She grimaced, then blinked her eyes open to try to comprehend where she was. Everything was blurry, but somewhere to her right sat a vague figure.

“Dad?” The word was shallow and escaped in her native tongue. She heard a faint sound of rustling clothes, someone breathing. Wood was creaking all around her, and seagulls were screaming somewhere not too far.

Seagulls?

She had first seen seagulls in Aurea. When she had arrived by a ship.

A ship. Was she on a ship?

“Are you awake?” A strange voice with a strange accent. Warm fingers brushed over her burning forehead. “It would be good if you could drink something. Should I help you sit up?”

“Mm,” Quir agreed quietly. She was thirsty. “.. where-?”

The touch was gentle, but when it moved to her arm to help her upright, she flinched from pain. Everything was hurting, just like everything had hurt when Nerion had burned her. The stranger let go of her when she let out a startled, hoarse whimper. Pillows were moved against the headboard, then the stranger helped her up to lean against them.

The pain was constant and paralyzing. It robbed her of her focus.

“You are aboard The Blue Sage,” he told her. A water glass was brought to her lips. Finally her vision cleared enough that she could make out the shapes of a small ship cabin. It was bare, just a bed and a cupboard, but from the open doors of the latter she saw a collection of jars and herbs. The Blue Sage, she repeated the name in her foggy mind when it threatened to immediately slip away from her.

The figure before her was a forestborn - woodfolk, goodfolk, as they said back in her home. Grey skin, ears covered by soft down, warm, green eyes. The water he offered her cleared away the remnants of sleep. It made her more aware of the pain.

“Hurts,” she whispered. Her anxiety grew at the feeling of pain and at how slowly her thoughts were moving.

How much time had passed? Why was she on a ship?

“Yeah, I know.” He patted her head very gently for someone his size. His demeanour was the same way, too; calm and soothing as he took the glass from her. A bitter aftertaste lingered on her tongue. It did not taste like water.

“I said it would be kinder to let you die, but I was told to keep you alive. So I did my best,” he continued and leaned back on the chair beside her bed. “Do you think you could eat? It would help you regain your strength.”

She was still trying to put her thoughts together. She had been far up north, near Steelkeep. There had been snow. Something... she had gone to check something. Her stomach growled.

He had mentioned food. Or eating.

“Yes. Is…” She swallowed. “How long has it been since you found me? Where are we now?”

“On the northern seas.” The answer was as vague as her thoughts. The chair creaked as the giant stood up. “It has been three days. You slept naturally most of the time, I drugged you for the rest of it so you would not go into shock and die. I’ll be back in a moment.”

The door did not seem to be locked, but standing up and trying to walk was the last thing on Quir’s mind at that moment. She looked down.

Her own clothes were gone, and there were smears of ash on her skin. She was wearing a simple white gown. Her arms and hands were bandaged, as were her legs. As was her lower body. As was her chest. As was half of her head, she discovered when she brought a hand to touch her cheek.

Normally, long silvery strands of hair cascaded down her chest and shoulders - now there was nothing.

The realization gave her a long pause as her mind refused to comprehend the most likely explanation. She ran her stiff fingers through the remaining, uneven strands of hair, just barely covering her long, pointed ears. The sensation felt a different kind of nauseating.

If she had not been found, she would have died.

Three days. It would have taken Kiril three days to get to the site, to find traces of explosion. Traces of whatever remained of her belongings, her equipment. Perhaps Fenris, too, had made it to the site. Perhaps he had found Kiril.

The memory of Kiril made her choke up.

My hotblood.

She had plenty of time to wrestle with her thoughts until the giant returned with a cup of soup.

“Lukewarm, so you won’t burn yourself further,” he told her as he took a seat next to the bed again. “Can you eat, or would you like me to feed you? The first mate wants to see you once you are done.”

Such a pampered housecat you are.

“I’ll eat myself.” She took the bowl with both hands, but was already able to tell it would be hard. Her hands were shaking just with the effort of holding the bowl. Her mind was trying to hold onto the pieces of information he had given her. “... who is the first mate? And - you?”

“I'm Penlador, but everyone calls me Pen. You may just as well do the same,” he said and handed her a spoon. “First mate is Halam the Silent. He doesn’t speak much - can’t since he has no tongue - so unless you sign, I’ll stay to translate.”

She had already sunk her spoon into the soup, but stopped at the mention of Halam’s tongue. There was little doubt in her mind about why Halam was missing his tongue: there was only one reason, one person, in the whole continent, responsible for those stories. Kiril was known for leaving his victims unable to speak ever again.

“I don’t sign, sadly,” she said and stirred the soup. “... but I have a friend who does, so I’m familiar with the language.”

Her fingers trembled from effort as she lifted the spoon again. Kiril had entered her thoughts again, and the thought hurt so much she spilled soup on the blanket. At that point Pen took the spoon from her. He did not comment on it, nor did he look like he pitied her - if anything, he looked like he had been expecting as much. The look made her hold back tears of frustration.

She was nothing.

She had nothing.

No strength of body, no clarity of mind, no health, no freedom, no possessions.

But that was how all druids began their training, she reminded herself. No skills, no knowledge, nothing. Just their community - and she had made do without even that most of her life. That thought finally helped her draw a deep, shaky breath, and focus on the only task that mattered: eating.

After she had eaten and Pen had taken the bowl away, he returned with an albino elf with a scarred face. His red eyes regarded her curiously - and with recognition.

She recognised him too. Pictures came before names in her worn, slow mind: albino elves were not common anywhere, so even when Aurea had been new and strange to her, this man had stood out to her. She remembered a boat, pirates. People she and her friends had briefly worked with, this man rowing, signing. This elf was called Halam the Silent, just like Pen had said.

Quir stared at him and finally managed a slow nod to greet him with. To signal she, too, remembered him. Halam nodded back and came to stand beside her bed. His eyes took in her state, the numerous bandages Quir was trying not to think about, the burns peeking from under.

She wondered what he saw and thought. Halam had every reason to hate Kiril.

An idle thought rose in her mind; she wondered if she should have felt bad for Halam's scars. Then again, if Kiril had taken Halam's tongue, it meant Halam had been involved in slave trade. The thought smothered all pity from Quir's mind.

His hands moved, and Pen interpreted: “Your name?”

“Moonrunner,” she responded, her voice now less raspy than earlier. When she had first met Halam, it was a name she had given out because she had been looking for her brother - her family name. Her eyes had scanned the faces of strangers for any signs of recognition, for any signs that they had met someone with the same name before, for any signs that they had met Nerion.

Now it felt like a tether. A reminder that she still had family out there, that she was not completely uprooted, even when it felt like it.

That, and she knew by now she was an awful liar. Fake names were out of question.

“Would you rather be sold as a slave or join a pirate crew, Moonrunner?” Halam asked next, and Pen translated. Quir stared at them blankly. Her mind unraveled the question, turned the words into meanings, and even then she had to hold on to the meanings to not immediately forget them.

Haze. The reason she had gone to the place marked on the map. If the pirates would sell her as a slave, they would deliver her to Haze. They would deliver her to Haze in this shape like a lamb to slaughter.

She had never specifically wanted to work in organized crime. But being involved with Kiril meant she had done odd jobs here and there, drifted aimlessly instead of trying to find a direction.

Any direction had been fine, as long as she did not have to stop.

Now she could not run.

“What would... the latter part look like?” She had decided, but she needed time to process the conversation.

“Instead of lowering our anchor at the Maw, we would continue sailing east until we reached the Eastern Tundra.” Halam signed. It was difficult to read any mood or intention to his expressions, on whether he had preferences for one choice or another. “You would be free to sail with us, to go where-ever the sea takes us, as long as you never returned to Aurea - or anywhere Haze might catch a glimpse of you again.”

Now there were so many names, directions and places Quir grimaced and narrowed her eyes, wanting to ask them to slow down but not knowing how. The condition of not returning to Aurea gripped heavily at her heart, but her whole body tensed at the mention of Haze’s name.

“You answer to him?” Even when she tried to keep it out, the tension seeped into her tone.

“We don’t answer to anyone.” Halam’s expression remained annoyingly calm. “We are, however, currently working with him - an arrangement that has been more beneficial for him than for us, so we are ready to cut our losses and leave with a new crew member, rather than lose more to his whims.”

“Why are you worried about him seeing a glimpse of me, specifically?” Quir asked.

“Because we told him you were found dead at the trap he set, and if he sees you again, he will know we lied.” Halam's hands stopped, but Pen continued, now solemnly: "There are rumours in every harbour, now. Everyone knows someone who tried to play smart with Haze and died. Many of our contacts within Obsidian Shade have disappeared mysteriously in the recent months, too."

Now Quir raised her hand to ask them to give her a moment. Obsidian Shade - Kiril led Obsidian Shade. The memories leading up to the explosion were jumbled, but came like a tide.

Shade's hideout in Steelkeep, overran by Haze. Kiril's tense expression, a memory that should have been familiar but now came through tar and fog. A moment later she had to let it go because it was too strenuous to hold onto. Halam took it as a signal to continue.

"Somehow Haze has managed to strike a deal with a sea monster, a thalassarch," he signed. "No pirate ship sails safely that angers him."

The pieces started to come together. Halam's expression was solemn, Pen's voice was reverent: whatever thalassarch was, it was not to be taken lightly. If Haze was in such control of the open waters, The Blue Sage could not take the risk of stirring Haze’s ire. They lived and died by their ship.

Still.

".. so if Haze is one day no longer alive, I'll be allowed to return to Aurea?" Quir asked and looked at Halam. "Then it won't cause problems for any of you, right?”

“You have to bring it up with the captain,” he signed, “but you have to decide by tomorrow if you would rather be brought to Haze or continue with us. After tomorrow, we will be in the thalassarch's territory."

“I have one more question. Did you come across…” She thought of Silhouette. An enchanted weapon, a favour from her goddess - there was no other like it. The weapon she had been wielding when she had walked into the trap.

She fell silent and swallowed the question, forcing herself to let the thought go.

In the beginning, a druid has nothing else than their connection to nature. Nothing more, nothing less.

"... could you tell the captain I will be more useful here than as a slave to Haze?" She asked instead, looking at Halam intently. "I'm a druid - I can control the weather for you. Which way the wind blows, rain, storm, stillwater, I am capable of controlling all that."

She had never tried it out in the ocean before, but she knew the laws of nature. It would have to be good enough; if she wanted to remain alive on the ship, she would have to make herself useful.

“We have heard you are capable of much more than that.” Halam straightened. "You won't be allowed on the deck until we are away from Aurea. Shapeshifters have a tendency to fly away if you let them."

After his last words he turned to Pen, who stopped interpreting. Apparently the next words were addressed to him and not Quir.

She did not mind. The pause gave her a moment to collect her thoughts: the conversation had been short, but left her thoroughly exhausted. Things would hopefully make more sense once she could rest more.

Now that she had let the thought of Silhouette in, others followed in its wake. She did not grieve over the money she had lost, nor her armour, those were easy to replace. The things that made her heart ache were more unique - Silhouette, but also a necklace she had used as the font of her magic, seven wolf fangs tied to a red leather ribbon.

The ribbon was probably ash by now, the wolf fangs scattered in the snow. Of all the seven she had collected, only one she thought of wistfully: the large one Nerion had engraved for her when she had passed her initiation rites.

The initiation rites back at home, where she had promised to visit soon. How she never did, because it had felt less and less like home each month she spent away.

That thought, too, she put away. She was alive, that was all a druid needed.

“Thank you,” she murmured when Halam seemed to be done, "for thinking I was worth saving.”

Halam gave her an appraising look and nodded. Then he nodded at Pen, a sharper, more firm nod, and left the room. Quir was alone with Pen again, alone with him and the pain of her body. She started to pick at the bandages on her hands as her thoughts started to race, Kiril, Fenris, Nerion, everyone. Even that small movement was too much; it made the bandages chafe against the burns on her skin.

“My hair is probably a mess,” she finally spoke up to break the silence, not raising her eyes.

"It sure is," Pen agreed with a mellow smile, "would you like a comb? I would hand you a mirror, but it might be a bit too soon for that. I am a fine herbalist, but there are limits to what salves can do."

He got up again to head to the cupboard and dug around for a bit, before pulling out a bone comb that he offered to her. His words gave her a pause as she reached to take the comb with one hand.

“... a bit too soon for a mirror?” She ran her free hand over her face. There was a patch bandaged over her jaw and cheek on the left side of her face. More bandages around her neck.

"Ah, you know," Pen said vaguely and shrugged. "Your eyebrows got burned off, but they will grow back."

His tone seemed to suggest there was more to it, and suddenly she was happy there was no mirror in the room. She shivered at imagining her old burn scars, and the shivering turned into a full-body tremble when she imagined the explosion, the recent memory turning into the old memory of burning alive.

Combing her hair was easier than eating, even with shaky hands. There was no threat of soup spilling on the bed. Her hair was a bit over her shoulders at the front, singed shorter at the back. Messy, uneven. Much, much shorter than it had been before. The repetitive movement helped her calm down: this was simple enough for her thoughts and body to manage.

As she worked slowly through her tangles, Pen mixed some herbs into a glass of water and lowered it to the nightstand.

"It will put you to sleep if you start feeling anxious," he told her, "I won't force you to drink it anymore, but I recommend it once the pain starts coming back."

"It already did," Quir said and put the comb down. She leaned against the pillows. "... thank you. Do you know- Halam said you 'have heard I am capable of much more' - what have you heard of me?"

"You took part in repelling the demon invasion in Aurum," he said and sat back down. His hands pulled a worn book from a pocket in his robe. "And brought back Flamescale and killed the lich that took over the city. We hear a lot of things when we go to land."

He opened his book, but instead of reading it, looked at her over it. "They think you could kill the thalassarch."

"Do they want me to?" Quir laughed. She did not argue with the words - she was from a clan of hunters, and so she, too, was a hunter. A hunter who hunted monsters and demons instead of rabbits and deer. "I might want a haircut first. To even it out."

"I'll ask the kitchen crew for something to cut it for you," he said and turned back to his book. It did not go unnoticed by her that he did not respond to the first question.

When put to words, her achievements up until that moment did seem lofty. She drank the water, only spilling some of it over her chin, then lowered herself back down under the blanket, murmured a healing spell, hand brushing over the spots that felt the most painful. Her greatest gift was making things grow, but any druid worth their salt knew how to cure lesser injuries. This one did not count as lesser by any means, but the familiar gesture eased the pain and gave her a small sense of control over her circumstances.

There was less pain overall than she had anticipated, given the size of the explosion. Pen’s herb water was probably to thank for that.

If he noticed her using magic, he did not comment on it, just moved now and then to turn a page in his book.

If he wanted to hurt her, he would have done so already, she reasoned with a mind steadily welcoming sleep closer and closer. In her current state there was not much she could do in the way of defending herself.

So she slept, and did not dream.
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Chapter 3: Thoughts and Prayers

The Crowned Devil did not know fear. It had taken him a good while to realize that what other people called fear, he called anticipation, the adrenaline rushing in his veins. That moment between life and death where someone would live and someone would die.

Dying did not frighten him. If he thought about it very hard, he could remember moments from his childhood where he had been scrawnier than others, and as such, an easy target for violence.

Things had changed after he grew up. Nobody compared to him anymore, so there was nothing for him to fear.

Some said it made him ruthless. Alais said it made him careless.

Quir had not said outright it was the lack of fear that made him lax, but she had implied as much.

Rumor has it the leader of Obsidian Shade has gotten sloppy.

No, the Devil had nothing to fear in the kingdom where he ruled.

But outside it, on his second day of travel, he felt something that could very well be described as fear, when the earth shook with the power of an explosion so large and bright he could see it even one day’s travel away, shooting trees in the air like they were mere firesticks.

When he realized it was in the direction where he was headed, where his Wolf was headed.

When he considered for the first time that the information given to him might have only been a carefully laid trap.

When he had to acknowledge he still had at least one full day of traveling to go - all that information sinking in at once certainly felt like fear. The shiver at the base of his spine, the sudden way his stomach went all slack.

Quir.

How much he hated the snow that prevented him from moving as fast as he wanted. How he envied Fenris for his large wolf paws, Quir for her ability of changing shape on a whim.

But one day of travel was one day of travel, and no amount of anxiety, rushing forward or desperation cut the distance any shorter.

She woke up at dinnertime to the shadows that strangled her.

They mostly came late in the evening, carrying the faces of everyone she had ran from. Dragons with enormous fangs, assassins with poisoned blades. Memories of fire and pain. Enemies - and friends, lovers. They whispered to her of her failures and shortcomings, reminding her of the wrongs she had done. How everyone around her would be better off if she did not return.

When they came to her in hordes, red-eyed, white-fanged, startling her awake with gasping breaths like now, her breath became heavy as lead and her hands went ice-cold. It made her pace restlessly in the constraints or her room, made her dash out to walk the quiet night streets of Aurum until the fluttering agony in her chest settled.

There was one man who knew how to calm down the whispers and tame her shadows, tie them down with ropes and firm hands, but he was far from here.

All she could do was focus on breathing and open her eyes.

Her body was hurting, but less than she had feared. The combination of the healing spells and the numbing herbs was a potent one, and watching the large burns peeking under the bandages made her grateful for the fact.

Pen had not moved an inch. He put away the book he had been reading and gave her a gentle smile. "Do you think you would feel good enough for a haircut? That and some food. We have fish stew with a lot of fish and not much else."

Eating felt unappealing, having her hair touched by a stranger even more so. She nodded regardless, acknowledging the necessity of both.

In his brief absence from the room Quir sat up more comfortably, brought her hand to her chest, looked at the ocean and whispered a prayer.

Merciful Silvermoon. Please watch over those I care about, for I am not there to do so.

Silvermoon, Moonarch. She was the divine protector of Quir's people. They revered the light of the moon and hid in the shadows it cast; an ability that was a part of their bloodline.

Moonarch's people were from the other side of the mirror, from the reflection and shadows. They had followed the moonlit path and it had led them to freedom.

From the window of the cabin Quir not see a single trace of the moon, much less a path forward.

Even with Pen's assistance her eating was so slow her body was aching all over again by the time she was done. Somehow she managed to remain upright while Pen used scissors to trim the uneven strands of her hair, but her body was drenched in cold sweat when she finally could lay down again.

Last time, when Nerion's fire spell had gone wrong, she had spent a year in bed like this, trying to focus on one breath at a time.

It had been a strange thing back then to stop like that, when the whole world around her had continued to move. When she was the only thing looking out of the window in stillness, at everyone else moving forward with their lives.

It was a strange thing now, too, to stop. To not run from demons or dragons, to not fight armies or invasions.

To just lay down, take one breath, then another.

That she could do nothing more.

It was also a strange, new thing for her to be so thoroughly watched. After someone had fetched the dinner bowls and scissors, he had sat back down to read his book, leaning back comfortably in a position that allowed him to keep her in his field of vision. As if she could run away. Or as if there was anywhere to run to.

"Don't you have anything better to do than look after a bandaged half-corpse?" Quir asked from him when the silence grew too loud.

"Not particularly," Pen replied and turned the page. "You are very pliant, not needy at all. There is not much need for a healer on this ship, aside from warding off scurvy and seasickness. On most days I run errands as a deck boy."

"... oh, you're a healer?" Quir gave him a more curious look, trying to see any signs that might imply what kind of a healer he was. No external signs seemed to hint at his profession, other than the endless jars and boxes at the cabinets and cupboards. An alchemist?

"Nope", Pen replied cheerfully. "I am a powder monkey with experience in severe burns as an occupational hazard."

The words did not make him even bat an eye. Quir spent a moment trying to figure out whether or not he was joking, but to her he seemed dead serious.

"... so how does that help you fight scurvy?"

Pen looked up from his book and blinked, clearly giving it some thought.

"They usually decide that they do not, in fact, have a scurvy, rather than let me treat it," he finally decided and flashed a warm smile. Quir let out a startled giggle at his unexpected response.

"Do you like reading?" Pen waved his book at her. "I could borrow you one from my collections. Only the finest literature."

"Never been good at it," Quir admitted, as was the truth. "But maybe I could try."

A weatherworn book bound with leather was provided from Pen's pocket and handed over to her. Based on the first few pages it seemed to be a romance novel. Holding it up took effort, but she managed to get through the first page before putting the book down on her lap.

There was something seeping from her injuries which hardened the bandages against the skin. Everything was chafing, and there were still faint traces of ash on her skin. None of it was something she could avoid looking at, but as long as she could hold the book up, the words snaked in her field of vision and kept her distracted for a moment.

"We have to change your bandages before you go to sleep", Pen spoke up when she put the book down. His voice was muted, which Quir realized was due to the blood beating in her ears as her heart was rushing to choke her with anxiety. "And tomorrow you have to get to moving around. Until then there is not much to do than watch the waves and read. Or talk."

Changing the bandages.

Quir remembered the process and already loathed the thought. She remembered how they would stick and cling to her skin, tearing at half-healed skin, the scent of disinfectant.

Even when her memories were scattered like splintered pieces of wood floating on the waves, this she would always remember. Other memories were harder to focus on, and pain kept pulling her to the present moment despite her best attempts to distance herself.

The present moment, which was mostly pain.

She ran one finger across the book cover, its surface, registering how the seemingly minor movement gave a lot of strain to the skin and muscles of her wrist, finger and forearm. A lot to take in. The familiar chafe and itch assaulted her around her chest, waist and hips, on her legs and feet.

"You were the one to bandage me, right? How – bad was it?" It was a necessary question, but a painful one. Pen leaned back with a sigh. From the corner of her eye, Quir saw him close his book and lower it down.

"Not as bad as it could have been. Had it not been so cold, you would have died to your wounds. And had it been colder, you would have died to hypothermia before we got there."

He gave a brief smile to her. "If you want to find a mage to grow all that skin back, you might have to spend a lot of coin on it. Your back was mostly saved and there are unharmed patches on your upper body."

She could accept and acknowledge Pen was trying to sound encouraging, but in that moment there are unharmed patches did not sound as encouraging as he probably had hoped.

"... my face, too?" Her voice quivered a bit. Last time the scarring had not reached her face.

Pen looked at her, specifically at her face, before getting up to the cupboard and returning with a small mirror.

"It's not that bad for a pirate," he offered as he handed the mirror over. Quir took the mirror but did not look into it – just held it for a moment, before putting it down.

"Earlier people said it was not that bad for a criminal." Her connection to Kiril meant people had never been able to decide whether to consider her a hero or a criminal. She smiled faintly, then braved a single glimpse of her reflection. Just to see a part of her face, if the jade tattoos on her face were still intact.

Inside the frame of the mirror she saw her eye, a part of her curved cheekbone, the shattered remnants of a jade tattoo above her right eyebrow.

That was about as much as she could see, as bandages covered much of her face. Beneath them she could see a peek of the now-familiar angry red. Her long, pointed ear was fine, and the other side of her face felt less sore. Perhaps tomorrow she would hazard a look at how it looked.

She pushed the mirror away and ran her fingers through her hair. The ends came way sooner than she anticipated.

It made her shiver, then tremble.

"There are good skinshapers in many major ports." Pen's words sounded like they were an attempt to console her. His hands reached over to take the mirror. "You are still alive, is that not the important part?"

"Is," Quir uttered an agreeing sound. "That's not why I'm... nevermind."

The silence stretched as Pen took the mirror back, then took the book again. There was only one bed in the room, so he probably slept elsewhere.

"Can we do it now?" Quir asked. "Changing the bandages. I could rest after, and you could do whatever you do while I do that."

"Alright," Pen agreed and straightened in his chair, putting the book away. "I should let you know; I cannot leave until I have seen you empty that glass with the sedative. You could take it now and let me handle the bandages, or you can take it after."

"I thought you weren't going to make me drink it anymore?" Quir knew better than to start taking her gown off herself, knew fully well moving was going to invite pain, so she waited for Pen to carefully remove her clothes. The gown was light enough to slide over the bandages without an issue. Pen hung it neatly to the back of his chair, then sat down to start unwrapping the bandages from around her legs.

Pen seemed fully willing to let her take her time, too. He did not comment or react when Quir hissed, the barely healed skin pulling and feeling too tight, too painful, too hot, too dry.

"I won't. I merely said I cannot leave unless you do." His tone was apologetic.

"Where am I going to run to in this shape?" Quir asked to distance herself from the sensation of the bandages being unwrapped. She had experienced it before, and what her mind refused to conjure up in memories, her body remembered - and reacted to remembering by shaking violently. "What if I won't take the sedatives anymore? Will you sleep in the bed with me? Fall asleep on the chair?"

Pen made an amused sound, but did not respond, only focused on his work.

Quir focused on breathing again. She wanted to look, but was not sure if her stomach could handle it.

After the bandages came off, Pen let out a surprised sound.

"Did you heal yourself?" The tone was curious as he leaned closer to examine the injuries. "These look a lot better than they were before."

"Did," Quir said as Pen took out a jar of salve with an earthly scent. As he started to spread it over her legs it felt hot at first, hot enough it resembled the sensation of being set on fire again. Then it faded, much like the sensation of candlewax.

The sensation drew a startled sound from Quir and made her heart race.

A memory came: of a man who wanted to keep her safe from harm, who looked at her fondly, who smiled softly at her and took her intensely. The man who tamed her shadows with ropes.

A memory of Mirakian pouring candlewax on her skin, and everything that came after. It was the first thought after waking up to properly restore colour to her cheeks.

"I'm allowed to heal myself - right?" She asked to distract herself.

"Don't do it too much unless you know how to heal burns specifically," Pen warned, continuing to spread the salve. "It's mostly just your skin that has burned, but in some places it's muscle, too. If you heal your skin too fast, it will scar and break when you stretch it – say, by bending your knee."

His hands tapped very lightly at her knee. Under the touch, the old trauma intersected with the new.

"I always advise to let things heal naturally so they heal correctly." Pen's voice was distant, as if it came from the bottom of a well, as he finished up with the salve and started wrapping clean bandages around her legs.

The worst for her legs was over now, she knew, and allowed the tears to fall on her cheeks when Pen turned to put the dirty bandages to a bucket.

The explosion had been a trap. She had been right.

And she did spring the trap, just like she had intended to. Just with more force than she had anticipated.

"I'd like a moment to pray, after you are done," she said before he could start unwrapping the bandages at her lower body. It would be fresh pain for that, for her upper body, for her arms. She did not even want to imagine her face. "Is that alright?"

"I won't disturb your prayers," Pen promised as he looked at her with a sheepish smile. "But, see. Either I'll be the one keeping an eye on you, or someone with a sword will, if I am incapable. I think we are having good time here together, no?"

It took a moment for Quir to remember that sometimes people expected there to be further meaning to her words than there actually was, and that sometimes people expected her to interpret a meaning to their words that was not there. She frowned lightly and tilted her head in confusion, then the understanding settled in.

"I won't hurt you or run away," she rushed to clarify. "That's not what I meant. I – don't want anyone with a sword. Um, not that there's anything wrong if you needed a sword. I don't have a sword. I, I..."

Once she stumbled on her words once, it got that much harder to stop, and even when she knew it would not help to speak faster, she found herself doing so anyway. The sudden burst of emotion, and the heat rushing to her cheeks from embarrassment, made her tear up again.

"I'm used to being alone when I'm like – this," she tried again with a thicker voice. "So I won't run away if you want to stand outside while I pity myself."

Pen continued to look at her as she stumbled through the words.

"I could get us some tea before we continue," he suggested when she stopped trying. "I have chamomile here somewhere."

Quir nodded, because the offer drew the rest of her sobs out and the best she could do to hold back was to turn away from him as she started crying. Everything was hurting, she was a teenager again and she missed her family, and the weight of guilt and failure was heavier than it had been in a long while. Pen patted her on the shoulder, very lightly and avoiding the injuries, before leaving the room.

The sun was slowly setting outside. There was no land in sight through the narrow window of the cabin.

Only after she was done crying, Pen returned with a tea kettle that smelled like chamomile and honey.

"Thank you," Quir said and wiped the rest of her crying away. "Sorry. I- this isn't the first time this has happened. Bad memories."

She inhaled through her nose, a thick, wet sound. Pen poured a cup for her, then for himself, before replying.

"I would dare say that being burned to this extent would make the bravest men and women cry as well. But I won't tell anyone." His smile was warm, conspiratorial. She dared to take the cup from the table, then immediately put it back down when it started shaking in her hands.

If she would drop it on herself and feel the heat of it, she would start screaming and never be able to stop.

"I'm not very brave," she replied and smiled faintly at him. "Many say that about me. I'm pretty sure I'm just stupid."

The stupidest champion Silvermoon could have chosen for herself.

"They often look the same, don't they?" Pen agreed and huffed an amused laugh. His eyes turned down to his cup and took on a wistful colour. "I do apologise for having to hold you here. It is never my wish to take anyone's freedom from them, but I am not free to decide on that."

"I don't blame you." Quir reached over to the cup, this time with two hands. She lifted it, sipped, then put it back down again. A successful execution of a simple task. "I don't blame anyone. I'm grateful I'm alive – but I'm still lonely, alone at sea with people I don't know, not knowing if everyone on this ship wants to get rid of me."

She laughed lightly and reached for the cup again for another sip. "I am hoping I can be more useful alive."

"We spent a lot of resources keeping you alive," Pen noted. He was holding his cup with one hand, the steam rising from it veiling him slightly. "And it does seem like we are no longer headed for the Maw, if that helps. You should be safe at least until tomorrow."

"Oh, at least tomorrow? That makes me feel so much better." Turning it into a joke made her feel less nervous about it, especially when Pen, too, smiled at the words. She reached for the cup again. It was easier to lift when she slipped her fingers below the bottom.

"Is this my last supper?" She asked after a moment, now attempting a more genuine smile.

"No, we are out of poison. Only something to help you calm down and sleep," Pen replied with a smile. Quir finished her cup and thought about Pen's words from before. Rumours in every harbour, unsolved deaths. Had she become one of those people Haze had spirited away?

Pen finished his cup as well and moved to start undoing the bandages on Quir's body. Quir tried not to inhale through her nose, and whenever she could not help it, she felt grateful that the herb salve was strongly scented. The smell of burned skin and hair made her nauseous.

It felt odd to be naked in a stranger's presence. Pen did not seem to pay any mind to it, like he only saw the injuries and any part that was not injured did not exist. Neither did he touch her more than necessary; when he did, it was firm strokes of hand to spread the salve properly and swiftly before withdrawing to another spot. It felt intentional.

Quir was glad over the intention. By the time he was done he had touched nearly every inch of her body aside from her back. From the looks of it, it was her front that took the worst hit from the splinters and the heat.

The burn mark on her left side had healed years ago, but she thought she could still feel its outlines underneath the new burns. A burn mark over a burn mark.

As tense as she had been through the changing of the bandages, the pain and fear had drained the energy from her.

"Thank you." It was a weird thing to say, but there did not seem much else to say. They had saved her life. Pen had been gentle. In a world where kindness was sometimes scarce it was not nothing.

She reached over to pick the glass of sedatives from the table and drank from it. "How fast will it take?"

Had she been presented with other options, she might have acknowledged drinking whatever was given to her might not have been the smartest idea. But Pen was right: they had spent too many resources on her life to kill her now.

"Half an hour or so," Pen responded as he started collecting everything. The dirty, bloodied bandages, the salves, the jars, the towels. Quir finished the water quickly to avoid having to hold up the glass needlessly long, then settled down to sleep.

Tomorrow they would allow her to move, she assured herself. For now, she left out the factor of her body: the pirates might allow her to move, but her body might have other opinions. The soles of her feet felt like all the skin had burned off. It would grow back, but it would take time.

Just like with her hair.

"I promise you are safe to sleep here," Pen said as she closed her eyes. "Even when it is unnerving."

"I know," Quir murmured from where she was laying down. "I don't think I have many options."

She thought of death while her body settled. The empty hideout and Kiril's expression, because that had been the most recent memory, but there were others. She remembered one particularly vividly as she had been tracking Haze in Aurum: the body of a lively elf man, now lifeless, empty-eyed, gutted. Erased from the world. Just like she could have been.

But she was not dead. Dead to the world, maybe, but not to herself.

There was a chance she might have been able to resist sleep but with the condition her body was in, it felt pointless. Knowing that in the morning her bandages would have to be changed again she was more than willing to take few hours of oblivion.

If only the oblivion would have been calm.

Her dreams felt more vivid than before, full of fire, heat and smoke. There were hands touching her, pulling on her arm, on her hands. It was Nerion calling out to her from the storm, behind the closed door. Nerion bleeding on the floor. Kiril behind the bars, clinging to her ankle, tortured.

Shadows - shadows that bit her ankles. Death. Her own voice calling for help. Nobody came.

Only when the light of the moon started to sift in from the cabin windows did the dreams finally settle into a gentle, healing darkness.
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Chapter 4: Dreams of Wolf Fangs

The Devil had nothing to fear in the kingdom he ruled.

But this was outside the boundaries of his realm. Here he could yell until his throat grew hoarse and nothing would change. He yelled and called out anyway, because it was all he could do – and just as he thought nobody would answer, someone did.

It was howling.

At first it filled him with relief, then anger. He had to fight back the urge to yell at the white wolf approaching him. How could she have been so stupid? How could she have been so careless? How could she have-

Then he realised the wolf was too large and it was alone. It was not his Wolf. It was her companion.

Alone.

The anger shifted and started to resemble fear again.

Fenris allowed him to ride him, and finally they were moving fast enough for him to start praying. Perhaps her goddess had kept her safe. Perhaps she had gotten out. She was smart, she was capable.

What buildings had been at the site were long gone, leaving behind only soot on the snow and destruction that chilled him to the bone. He dismounted and continued to call out, but this time not even the wind answered.

He could not find a body, but he found other things. Among those, the one condemning piece of evidence – a scorched red string and a row of scattered wolf teeth, one of those carved with druidic runes. The necklace that marked her as a druid among her people.

He remembered her words again.

Rumor has it the leader of Obsidian Shade has gotten sloppy.

Him? Being this sloppy?

Not him. Surely not him. And not her - she was never sloppy. It was a trick. Any moment now his Wolf would emerge, smiling, and he would hug her, and they would put behind them all the disagreements and arguments that suddenly seemed extremely petty.

Any moment now, except she did not appear, and the wolf teeth were still in his hands, not around her neck. Any moment now, except Fenris sat down on his hind legs and let out a long, mournful wolf howl.

Quir could not move. Her limbs felt heavy and sluggish; she was awake but the cabin was still dark, as was the sight from the windows. She wondered if it was the medicine, the pain or her injuries keeping her still.

Once upon a time, when she had wandered to where only few mortals dared to tread, she had encountered the god of living flame, Naar. His was no ordinary flame: it had the power to protect, the power to warm, the power to restore or destroy. The gift of life he had bestowed upon her in exchange for her help had been essential in repelling the demon invasion and restoring the city.

That gift was now gone, burned out in the restoration efforts, but she had been left with something just as valuable: his friendship. In their parting he had promised that if she would pray to him, he would always hear her words – and that if she would ever need him, he would be there.

She was not sure if this was a situation dire enough to call upon him, but the thought of someone hearing her words brought her peace.

Her body could not move, but her lips could form a small prayer. A prayer that wished he was doing well, admitted she was not doing well, but that she thought of him and found strength from the thought.

Whether praying helped or not, she could not tell, but by the time she was done, she felt like she could move her hands. At that point she turned her wrist slightly upwards and conjured a small spirit of the air on her palm. They were unassuming and often not very useful in combat, but extremely capable when it came to telling the weather.

This one danced on her palm, blue and shifting. Windy, but clear.

After the spirit faded away, Quir grimaced and shifted her weight to one side, the one that had suffered less in the explosion. Her skin tugged and tightened uncomfortably, but nothing tore. It took a couple of attempts before she made her way up to sit, slowly, then moved her legs over the edge of the bed.

It took a lot of effort, not the least because she could feel she had been on bedrest for days. Her limbs felt stiff, her muscles weak and sore. She grimaced and rested at the edge of the bed until she felt the pain settling down. Until she no longer felt herself breaking out in cold sweat.

Pen was right, she should not push it with the healing spells.

The process of slowly standing up brought back the cold sweat and dizziness again. It made her abandon the idea of walking, but the thought of laying down any longer felt just as bad. Instead of moving she stood upright for a while, looking out from the window at the sea. There were tall waves but not much else. Five minutes later the soles of her feet were too sore for her to keep her weight on them, and she reluctantly laid back down.

This was familiar in the same way a recurring nightmare was familiar. The first time had been more terrifying and lonely, this time was full of despair. She remembered how hard it had been to learn to walk again, remembered how long it took.

She would have to go through it again.

One step at a time. Her soles could no longer hold her weight, so while laying down, she turned her attention to her hands. They felt less stiff and sore than the rest of her - her left hand was less scarred than her right one, and after a moment of stretching her fingers she managed to peel off the bandages covering her fingers and palms. The progress of scarring was faster than she had hoped for, so much faster she dared to heal the worst parts of it with magic.

Pen entered the room with heavy footsteps when she was moving her fingers to make sure the skin would not heal on too tightly. He looked sleepy and stifled a yawn as he lowered down a tray of dry-looking bread and a bowl of salty broth on the nightstand.

"We are running a bit low on everything," he said, apologetic, and sat down, "so before leaving Aurea we are going to stop at some coastal village to restock. How are you this morning?"

"Better." Quir stretched her fingers one more time, before starting to shift herself to a sitting position. The food was bland and salty, but it dispelled the rest of her sleep.

"The captain told me to bring you to her as soon as you can walk," Pen said as she was eating. The spoon was now shaking less in her hands, and she decided to take it as a good sign. "So if you feel good enough for it..."

"I do." In reality she knew walking would hurt, but she could no longer stand being inside. She longed to feel the fresh air in her lungs, the wind in her hair. She would crawl on all fours if it meant not having to sit cooped up like a prisoner any longer.

She very nearly did.

Pen was standing right next to her as she slowly stood up and started to walk, offering his arm to her for walking. It was not a baseless precaution: every step hurt more than the one before, and she spent a long time leaning against the door before managing to walk through it.

But her body would not heal itself without pushing.

She knew from experience that the only way to walk again would be to walk, and that thought was the only thing keeping her from turning back and going back to the bed.

Behind the door was a hallway, and at the end of it, stairs to the deck. Quir tried to lean her weight on the walls instead of her feet, with varying results. By the end of the hallway, she was ready to start crying from sheer pain, but pushed the feeling to the side.

She was so close to the deck she could smell the wind.

The pain continued growing as she ascended the stairs, but as soon as she stepped out and felt the fresh air washing over her, it was pushed to the back of her mind.

She closed her eyes and took a moment to enjoy the scent of water and the sensation of sunlight on her face before following Pen towards the captain's quarters. Her presence gathered a lot of looks from the people on the deck, but it seemed like the sailors – mostly women – did not have time to spare for staring, as they quickly moved on. A few hundred meters behind the ship there was another one following along.

Pen knocked on the captain's door, and when someone called for them to enter, he opened the door but did not enter. Quir entered alone.

She could be stubborn about many things, but this kind of pain was not one of them. As soon as she was inside, the first thing she looked around for was a chair to sit in.

The captain's cabin was properly furnished and the furniture was attached to the walls, aside from the heavy desk by the window at the back. Behind it sat a human woman, possibly in her forties, strands of gray in her hair and one ear missing.

Quir had not spent a lot of time with her like she had with Evelyn, but knew the captain as Lyna anyway.

On the other side of the desk was Evelyn, who was not entirely as Quir remembered her – mainly due to the nasty scar that ran across her throat. There were scars on her lip and cheekbone as well, but they were nicks compared to the one on her neck.

Quir remembered Kiril's face and the scar that these days ran across his cheekbones and nose, from one edge of his sharp-edged face to another, and felt little empathy for Evelyn.

The feeling of hostility was mutual, as Evelyn narrowed her eyes at Quir. She was occupying the only chair in the room not covered by maps and trinkets.

"She lives," Evelyn
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