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  Before you begin

Some important information


Content Warnings
Graphic  (explicit, detailed description): Death of parent, Grief, Blood, Murder, Gore, Torture
Moderate: Emotional abuse, Gaslighting, Panic attacks/disorders, Toxic friendship, Cursing, Hallucinations
Minor (brief mention or description): Alcohol, War, Slavery, Vomit, Genocide

Glossary
For those who prefer to have the world-building in a neat list for you to keep track of while reading, you can find the Glossary at the end of the book. 


Happy reading!






  
  The First Of Their Kind









  
  


For Anneli, who encouraged me to write a book, even though I had long given up on that dream. You live in every kind smile I see.

To all who dream but fear the path. I dared follow the path and I am here. The dream goes on.

And to you, who are reading this. May you find something in these pages that make you dream.
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  The Prophecy


A millennium ago, in a continent shrouded in permanent darkness and frost, a prophecy was carved in stone. 


[image: image-placeholder]
There will come a time when a human lineage will end magic




These words were foreseen by a Void Mage, and the Light Mages that walked the world alongside them were deemed culpable for it. A war between the two most powerful races of magical beings started and, through the centuries, led to the eventual division of the world in two. 

And to the assumed extinction of Light Mages.

Now, as two kingdoms stand on opposite sides of the world, one wrapped in shadow, one veiled in light, the prophecy has long been forgotten—by all but a few.

And the end of magic does not carry the same meaning as it once did.







  
  Prologue

Silly Little Girls Don’t Live Long


“Lyssari,” Ashe called, her voice too low to be heard amid the busy street. “Come back,” she uttered, knowing the words would never reach her sister in time. 
Sometimes in life, no matter how fast one ran, they couldn’t outrun disaster.
Ashe still tried. But her sister headed straight for disaster anyway.
You won’t make it in time. The words kept repeating themselves in her head as she ran through the village’s main road, her best friend trailing behind her, struggling to keep up.
“What does she think she’s doing? Does she think she’s invisible?” Sherri’s inquiry came breathlessly through their chaotic run.
They were coming closer and closer to the carriage.
The outside of the carriage was fully dressed in jewels, as if its owner wanted to make sure the peasants knew who traveled among them—such shiny jewels glinted under the sunlight, so blinding and big, that Ashe couldn’t even name them.
Ashe and Sherri reached the carriage, their rushed steps transformed into an even-paced walk, even while their breathing showed that they had not, in fact, been strolling through the village.
While Ashe and Sherri had been off trying to complete the dare their friends had challenged them to—stealing keys from the guards who were getting drunk at the rowdiest tavern in Sorion—Ashe’s young sister had been left behind with those same friends. 
What did they convince you to do, silly girl?
As the guards followed their lord to the Inn, Ashe’s young sister slipped into the carriage. What her sister didn’t know was that those same guards would come back straight away, as soon as their lord became busy with large-breasted women, and would catch her rummaging through that same carriage. And what her sister didn’t know was that Lord Malyn ruled over his lands with an iron fist, unforgiving and merciless. That was how he had become the king’s favorite, if the rumors spoken in the taverns were right.
“I’ll get her. Distract the guards if they come back,” Ashe ordered.
Ashe didn’t know if Sherri answered. All she could hear was her own heartbeat, loud and erratic. Her sweaty fingers grabbed onto the carriage’s door and pulled, her wide eyes looking inside and trying to quickly find her sister among the lavish tapestries, blinding golden adornments, and blood-red carpet.
As Ashe opened the door, she found her sister’s hands deep inside a traveling trunk. Lyssari quickly pulled them out and hid them behind her back, standing straight and looking at whoever had just caught her stealing. 
“Lyssari!” Ashe reprimanded.
Upon seeing her sister’s face, Lyssari sighed in relief. Then her eyebrows rose in excitement, her voice high-pitched. “Look what I found, Ashe!”
Ashe had no time to look. 
She snatched her sister’s arm and pulled her out of the carriage, looking around to see if anyone had noticed them. She spotted Sherri talking to a guard, distracting him by pointing to the sword he carried. 
May the gods bless that girl. There was no better friend than Sherri. There had never been, for as long as they had known each other.
“Ashe, stop—look what I got!” 
As Ashe dragged her sister out of the village’s busy main road, she hoped no one had seen what had just happened. And as they finally arrived behind one of the inns that peppered their village’s main road, she stopped and turned around, finally looking at her sister’s hands.
A shiny, intricate, and colossal necklace decorated with gems rested on her sister’s small hands, making the piece look even bigger. 
Ashe closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose and inhaled deeply, trying to remain calm. 
“Ari, what is that?” Ashe’s tone made the question sound like a reprimand.
“I’m guessing a very expensive necklace?” Her sister’s voice was full of wonder and excitement. The hint of pride was what made Ashe open her eyes.
“Who told you to steal that?”
Ari looked at the floor and dropped her hands beside her body, still gripping onto the necklace. Ashe rolled her eyes, grabbed the necklace, and searched for Sherri among the crowd.
“Stay here,” Ashe ordered. 
Her little sister crossed her arms and sat on the floor against the wall, pouting, like the young girl she was.
When Ashe spotted her best friend returning to their friend group a couple of alleyways down and kicking one of their friends in the crotch, she whistled at her. Sherri searched for the origin of the calling and then walked in Ashe’s direction. When she was close enough, Ashe threw the necklace through the air and, when Sherri grabbed it, Ashe signaled to the carriage. Her friend nodded and headed in that direction. 
As soon as the necklace was out of Ashe’s hands, she shivered. That necklace… That necklace could help them out of their permanent poverty. It could give them a life of comfort for a very long time; it could lead them to a bigger house, better food, and warmer nights.
But it could also lead them to the gallows. 
Ashe turned around to her sister. She breathed in again, trying to remain patient.
“Do you know whose carriage that was?” she asked.
Ari shook her head, still pouting.
“Do you know what would have happened to you if you were caught?”
Ari shook her head again, avoiding Ashe’s eyes.
“Ari, why would you go in there? Didn’t you know how dangerous that was?”
Lyssari shrugged. Ashe sighed.
“Alright, are you going to speak or am I going to go ask my friends who made you do that?”
“No one made me do anything!” Ari finally answered. “After you left to go steal the keys, they said it was too easy a challenge. I didn’t like them talking about you like that.”
Ashe sat next to her sister and looked at her until Ari finally met her gaze. “You know I don’t care what they say. I only care about you and Sherri.”
“I thought… I thought that if I got something pretty then we could sell it. Maybe get enough food for the winter.” Ari’s confession was but a whisper.
Ashe hugged her sister. “That is for me to worry about, not you. I didn’t bring you with me today because you had to do a mission. You were supposed to just have fun and watch.”
Ari shrugged again against her sister’s body. “I just wanted to help.”
“I know, Ari. But no more stealing from important lord’s carriages, alright?”
Ari laughed. “What about not-important ones?”
Ashe laughed too. “Come on, let’s go find the group.” Ashe removed the keys she had been keeping in her pouch and dangled them in front of her face. “I have a bet to win, after all.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Ashe split the bread in two and gave the bigger piece to Ari, sitting across the table from her. 
“Do you think she’s coming to eat with us?” Ari’s voice trembled slightly, the insecurity in her eyes obvious and loud.
On nights like these, Ashe didn’t know what to tell her sister. Mom isn’t feeling well? By now, Ari knew that wasn’t the whole truth. She’s busy getting better for us? That was a blatant lie. She is in a constant fight with her own head and most of the time, she loses? She couldn’t say that—Ari wouldn’t understand.
“Not tonight,” Ashe whispered. “I’m sorry.”
“I thought at least tonight…” Ari didn’t finish her sentence, trying to swallow the tears that filled her eyes.
Ashe wanted nothing but to make the little girl’s wishes come true. She wanted nothing but to see her mother leave her room and eat with them like it was a normal night, like that wouldn’t be out of the ordinary. Or maybe even celebrate tonight for the special night it was—the night Ari turned ten years old.
But their mother hadn’t been a mother for a long time. To Ari, that was the norm, everything she had ever known. Still, Ashe could see the hope that never left her sister’s eyes. 
“Maybe tomorrow,” Ari said while looking at the bread she slowly broke apart in her hands.
“Yes,” Ashe whispered. “Maybe tomorrow.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]“I have something for you,” Ashe said with a tantalizing voice. 
Ari sat up on their cot and dropped her rag-doll to the side. Under the light of the single candle that lit their room, Ari looked tiny. Her nightgown was old, too large, and slightly tattered, passed down to her by Ashe. With her enormous eyes full of curiosity and trust, she had never looked more her age. 
Ashe smiled and walked the few steps it took to cross their room, kneeling in front of her sister. She removed both hands from behind her back and revealed a small dagger to Ari. It was an iron knife with a wooden hilt made for small hands. 
Ari’s breath caught in her throat and her hands jumped towards the knife. Ashe pulled the knife back, holding it above her head.
“This is not a toy,” she warned. 
Ari laid her hands on her lap and nodded, her eyes big with excitement. 
“But I know there is no stopping you,” Ashe continued, taking one hand and messing up Ari’s long hair. “And that you’ve been wanting to join me on my missions for a while. My only condition is that Garth can’t know about it.”
“I will never tell,” Ari promised too quickly.
Ashe smiled again. “If he finds out I’m taking my little sister on thieving missions, I will be out of work and I won’t make it to my nineteenth birthday. And you have to listen to me.”
“Yes, Ashe.”
“And this knife is only to help slice your apples or sharpen some wood or whatever you little girls use knives for,” Ashe joked, winking at her sister.
“Yes, Ass,” Ari joked back, rolling her eyes, and using the funny nickname for her sister.
“Happy birthday, Lyssari.” The two girls hugged tenderly. “Let’s go to sleep,” Ashe ordered, leaving the knife by her sister’s day clothes.
Ashe’s heart filled with worry for her sister. She wasn’t sure if giving the knife to Ari was the right move, but her sister was not someone easy to control when she set her mind to something. And Ari had set her mind to helping Ashe a long time ago. Ashe had been avoiding it, delaying her sister’s involvement in her day-to-day activities, but as her sister had turned ten years old, it felt like the right time.
It would make her missions harder. Having to worry about Ari and accomplishing her tasks wouldn’t be easy, but there was no world in which Ashe wouldn’t protect Ari with all her being.
The two girls huddled under the covers and cuddled tightly, keeping each other warm, keeping each other sane.
Their room was a mess. Ashe had long given up on trying to keep it tidy when she had a younger sister who insisted on rampaging through the room as if she were a hurricane. She had tried to teach Ari about the importance of keeping things tidy, of knowing where everything was, but the younger girl had better things to worry about: like when her best friend would finally admit that she was better at playing catch than him; when their mother would be their mother for longer than a day; and most important of all, why she couldn’t just turn into a magical being as she so deeply desired. 
There was no point in trying to tame Ari’s wild thoughts. She was a force to be reckoned with. It didn’t matter that she was young and naïve and easily excitable.
“Can you tell me that story again?” Ari’s voice was muffled as she hugged her sister, her head tucked under Ashe’s chin.
“You’ll have nightmares and wake me up in the middle of the night,” Ashe chastised.
“I’m ten now. I won’t, I promise.”
Ashe chuckled slightly. “Alright.” Ashe sighed. Then she started speaking in a quiet voice. “There once was a young princess who lived in Highland Castle with her family, the King and Queen. She liked to play outside and run in the woods.”
Then her tone became darker. “But Dhaa'rho, an evil Void Mage, was hiding in those woods and nobody knew. One day, when everyone was too busy preparing for a grand party, the terrifying mage took over the castle, bringing darkness, shadow, and fear with him—and covering the entire city with it.”
“And then the girl couldn’t play outside and run in the woods anymore,” Ari completed. “Now that I’m ten, I think the young girl is silly. I would still go outside and play,” she argued.
Ashe laughed quietly. “You wouldn’t be able to, silly. The evil mage wouldn’t let you.”
“I think this story is dumb. Why was I scared of it before?”
“Because you like playing outside.”
“So what if it’s dark?”
“You know that’s not all there is,” Ashe sighed. “This is just how we tell the story to small children.”
“Well, I’m not a small child anymore. Tell me the proper story.”
Ashe leaned back under the covers, trying to look at her sister’s face, who had leaned back too, looking at Ashe. Ashe smiled and admired her sister—her dark brown hair, the freckles on her tiny nose, the curiosity in those light eyes. 
Ashe’s voice grew deeper and scarier as she attempted to frighten her sister with her story, turning her soft features into a twisted frown and a wicked smile. “You say you’re not scared of the dark, but that’s because you are safe, silly human girl. But from what I hear from the soldiers around town, years and years ago, it wasn’t like that. Dhaa'rho was one of the most deadly Void Mages, incredibly powerful, impossible to control, using potions to heighten his magical reach and force—and then crossing the sea from Axel’Ruhn all the way here, to kill the Royal Family and take over the entire kingdom. 
“Darkness swallowed us whole and we were enslaved and abused, forced to work in silence for fear of speaking up against what was wrong. Small, silly little girls couldn’t be silly anymore; they just worked and worked while their families and friends died. Babies grew up without knowing their names. Their entire families were slaughtered, and there was no one left alive who could tell them what they were called.”
Ari cowered under the covers, a slight tremble in her fingers as she clasped the blanket over her head. Ashe lifted the covers, bringing some light into her sister’s face. Ari’s eyes were so big that they seemed to want to pop out of her face. 
“And then what happened?” Ari asked, trying to make her voice sound stronger than it was.
“Well,” Ashe continued, lowering the covers from her sister’s face and combing her hair with her fingers. “After a while, the humans freed themselves from this evil by allying with the Light Mages.”
“But… weren’t Light Mages also… bad?” Ari’s confusion was clear on her face.
“Well, according to the King, all magic is bad, yes. But I guess it was the only way we found to defeat the Void Mage.”
The girls looked at each other for a while, their room filled with silence but for the wax that dripped from the candle that was almost out. Then, Ari sat up on the bed, resolute.
“I still think magic is amazing,” she stated.
Ashe released an exasperated laugh. “It might be amazing, but it is also deadly.”
“Even if I were to only drink a little drop from a potion?” Ari insisted. 
Ashe laughed quietly at her sister’s curiosity. “You know we can’t drink potions.”
“Well, we could drink them…”
“Yes, but you wouldn’t live to tell me how it tasted,” rebutted Ashe.
“Not even one itty-bitty tiny sip?”
“You would be itty-bitty dead.”
Ari sighed in frustration. 
In truth, Ashe knew all Ari wanted was to be a mage. Light or Void Mage—she didn’t care which type, what kind of power they wielded—all she wanted was to use magic and bend it to her will, create things from nothing, to have power beyond measure so she could help her family live well and prosper. Ari didn’t quite understand what it meant to be born a mage, or even the differences between Light and Void Mages—if she did, perhaps she wouldn’t so eagerly dream of being one.
But she was just a girl, a human one at that, and that fact deeply saddened her.
Ashe, however, was very aware of her limitations as a human, and she was absolutely fine with them. She didn’t want to be anything else but her. Being human was everything Ashe knew how to be, everything she had grown up with.
Her parents had seen different times in their youth—they had lived among magical creatures, mages, shapeshifters, oracles and dragons. The dangers of magic were a reality to all parents, but the only thing that remained of that time now were the cautionary tales they told their children—tales that would often turn the warnings of magic into irresistible legends of power and wonder.
All Ashe desired, however, was for her sister to be safe, happy, and healthy. And for their mother to one day regain her sanity enough that she could be the one taking care of them instead of Ashe.
“Magic is a dangerous tool that mages could use to control us,” said the older sister, her voice serious. “And our kingdom is safer now that we don’t have to worry about that. Besides,” continued Ashe, stroking Ari’s hair between her fingers, “magic has been outlawed for a long time. And if the King outlawed it, there must be a good reason.”
Ari sighed again, this time slightly upset. “The King is dumb.”
Ashe laughed but quickly corrected herself and hushed her sister for insulting the King. “Ari, you can’t say things like that. If someone hears you—”
“There is no one here but you and me.” 
“If you were to say those things outside, we would get killed. You never know who’s listening, who is a spy for the King.” Then Ashe grabbed her sister’s face, making her look into Ashe’s eyes. “This conversation stays between us, to never be repeated. Not even to your best friend.”
Ari nodded slowly, a dash of fear in her eyes.
“I’m sorry, Ashe.”
Ashe let go of her sister’s face and sighed, releasing the tension in her body. “Now, I don’t know about the King’s intelligence, but we all know he did what he had to do to keep us safe. Humans would have no way of surviving and living in peace if more powerful beings were walking around and just letting us have power. How long do you think that would last? Do you really think our king would still be ruling today?”
“Well, I don’t really care about that,” said Ari, her voice small and thin. “I just want to play with magic.”
Ashe’s patience was running out, tiredness and hunger wearing her out. She yawned.
“Ari, promise me you will never try touching magic or any magical item,” Ashe requested.
Ari pouted. “Well, I’ll promise to never touch magic if you promise it too.”
Ashe rolled her eyes. “Sure, I promise I will never touch magic. Your turn.”
Ari sighed and then so did Ashe. Ari readjusted herself on the bed, lying down with her face looking up at the ceiling. Ashe followed her lead.
In the silence, Ashe faced the ceiling, imagining she could see beyond her house and into the sky, imagining she could see the stars, the colorful lights that would sometimes appear, and that she could also see the planet that would show itself far away in the night sky, Entwy. She wished the gods that lived there would just return to Kaery and grant her wishes—or better yet, that they had never abandoned them and left them behind to fend for themselves against all the magic beings that once filled their land.
“Lyssari, you have to promise, too.”
“Yes, Ashe. I promise to never touch magic of any kind.”






  
  Chapter 1

No Room For Doubt


6 Years Later
The cabin sat alone in the woods, surrounded only by trees, birds, and the odd fox that dared go close, following the smell of food.  
Ashe had been sitting on the thickest branch of the tallest tree for a few hours now, waiting for her target to come back. Rumors had spread that the large man sympathized with magical creatures, helping them in traveling through the deep woods of the Crowned Highlands after they fled to Atjas in search of refuge. 
There was no refuge to be found on these lands. The King had ensured no magical creatures that still lived in the kingdom would do so for much longer. It didn’t matter how long they hid, or if the rumors spoken about them were true or not. There was no room for doubt, no mercy for those who sought to disobey the orders of the crown.
Ashe’s legs went numb, the pain radiating to her bones. She slowly shifted her position, as much as the branch would allow her, finding new ways of sitting quietly in the woods. As she bit into her apple, a few birds dared approach her branch, searching for any seeds she still had leftover from her lunch. She had saved a few for later, but she grabbed the delicious seeds and left them on the branch above her. 
The bird flew away as a sound echoed through the woods, holding Ashe’s attention and not letting go until she could finally see the large man.
He strode through the woods, his long legs powerful as he walked towards his home. He was tall, having to lower his head as he entered his cabin, and he was as large as the door frame. His hair was dark, his face as memorable as a random person on the city market. Still, Ashe would remember his face. 
She ran through the options in her head—she was short and petite, which was great for most of her missions but, in this case, she was at a disadvantage. 
She placed the rest of her half-eaten apple on the branch beside her. Slowly, she dropped from the tree, being careful to avoid any leaves and traveling only through the stones that peppered the ground. She had rehearsed the movement several times while waiting for him. 
She hid behind his small mountain of firewood, which sat under his kitchen window. 
Ashe was not going inside the cabin. She had already scouted it. If she had to fight him inside, he would crush her in an instant. There was no room to hide, no space to run if he held onto her. If she wanted to win the fight, she had to remain outside. He would come out eventually. She just had to be patient.
The sun hid behind the trees by the time he stepped out. He wore a loose tunic slightly charred by a cooking fire, and his heavy boots were left inside. He had come for a quick trip for firewood, just as Ashe had expected.
She breathed in through her nose, slowly expelling it between her lips. She closed her eyes for a split second, finding the quiet in her mind in between all the thoughts, all the questions, all the possibilities—all the voices. She didn’t dare move her body, remaining crouched behind the firewood, a small iron knife ready in her hand. 
This wasn’t the time to use Soulbreaker, her much bigger dagger that sat in its sheath by her waist. Garth wasn’t looking for information from this man. She had simply been ordered to kill him. And to do that, she didn’t need the magical help that Soulbreaker offered. Nor its magical consequences.
As the man grabbed the firewood and kept stacking it against his chest, busying his hands, she whipped her leg around and kicked his knee on its side, hearing a crack that resonated through the woods.
The birds stopped chirping.
Before the man had the chance to understand what was happening, she buried the small knife into his upper thigh, tearing through muscle as the grip dug into her hand. She yanked it back, grabbed a piece of firewood and threw it at his face, hearing another loud crack and a scream. 
With large opponents, she could not leave any room for mistakes. She could not get cocky and give them a chance to fight back. 
She could not afford to die.
As the man fell over with a scream and dropped firewood all over the ground, Ashe took a step back, analyzing the situation. He looked at her, confusion across his face, and tried getting up as quickly as he could. She had only targeted one of his legs with her attacks, and that had been a mistake. His other one was still functional. 
He got up, his face contorted in rage as blood dripped from his broken nose. “Who are you?” he asked, but she didn’t give him a chance to hear an answer.
As she moved to throw more firewood at him and tried to find the chance to wound him, he kept walking towards her, protecting his face with his big and muscled forearms. 
She could not let him grab her. 
She lowered herself so she was out of reach of his arms and waited for him to get close enough. Then, with all the strength she could muster, she kicked his calf and then his groin. He went down with a groan. But so did Ashe, as he held onto her foot and dragged her down with him. She desperately tried to loosen his hold, but her kicks didn’t hold any weight over him. 
He let go of her foot only to grab ahold of her neck and squeeze tightly. The pain was striking, Ashe’s airways slowly giving out under his powerful fingers. He tried to roll over her, to gain the upper hand and crush her. 
Before he could do that, she dropped her small knife and grabbed onto his head, her thumbs digging into his eyeballs. With a scream, she pushed into his skull. The more he tightened his grip, the more she felt his eyeballs digging into his eye sockets. 
With a last scream and push into his eyes, his hands loosened and dropped beside his body. 
Ashe’s ragged and loud breathing scratched at her tortured windpipes. The pain was almost overwhelming, and as she brought a hand to her neck to feel for swelling, she felt the wetness in her hands. She looked down and saw all the blood that had poured out of him. 
She cleaned herself on his clothes and, with a trembling hand, she grabbed the small knife she had dropped. The grip had long been adjusted to fit her hand instead of her sister’s.
She felt for a pulse by holding his wrist, and upon feeling a very faint beating, she dug the knife into his throat, watching as the blood poured out of him like a fountain. 
It was done.
She stood up, calming her breathing and centering herself. 
Slowly, the birds started chirping again.

      [image: image-placeholder]A day had passed and Ashe’s voice was slowly returning. Her speech was still raspy, her neck bruised and tender. But her mission was complete. The target had been eliminated.
She walked through the streets of Ufhind, her pace slower than it should be. But she couldn’t make herself walk faster, nor could she make herself walk up to the building that led to the Underworld. 
She stood on the other side of the street, watching as people walked by the old building that had once been a large betting house on the outskirts of the capital. 
Ashe had to go inside—Garth was waiting for her, and he despised having to wait for anyone. 
Rubble, fallen trees, and destroyed walls lay across the entrance to the building, making it look abandoned to anyone who didn’t know where to look. In truth, inside the building, past all the hidden entrances and covered passageways, lay the entrance to the Underworld of the capital, filled with assassins, thieves, liars, and any other lost souls who had nowhere else to turn to. A rich estate thrived under the surface of Ufhind, controlling more money, politics, and lives than the regular people of the capital could ever dream of.
She belonged there, she dared not deny that. But some days, days like today, she had no desire to face what her life had come to, who she was surrounded by, whose bidding she did.
She looked down at her waist, where her dagger hung from a leather strip across her chest. She touched the hilt of Soulbreaker and closed her eyes, feeling the weight of its sharp, wavy blade, its voices, and what it symbolized. 
Her sister’s face flashed in Ashe’s mind, the reason Ashe did everything she did. And the reason that kept pushing her forward.
She took a deep breath, looked ahead, and swallowed her fear, entering the building.
As she walked through the long halls, men deep in conversation turned their eyes her way, nodding at her as she passed. But most of them, the ones who knew of her reputation and heard all kinds of rumors, avoided her eyes, their hands becoming instantly busy as she passed by.
“Good to see you, Feathertouch,” a woman said as she passed by Ashe, a shy smile on her lips as she played with a small knife in her hands.
Ashe kept a stoic look on her face and greeted her with nothing but a head nod as she kept walking to meet Garth.
As she passed another assassin, she finally spoke. “Do you know where Garth is?” The other assassin looked at Ashe, at the long coat that covered her body, at her dark long hair and, finally, at her eyes. “Rolf, I don’t have all day.”
Rolf smiled at her as he kept looking her up and down. “Last I saw him, he was waiting for you in the Sword Room.” 
He winked at her but there was no playfulness in his eyes. He was measuring her, adding up her tally against his, looking at her bruises and listening for the rasp in her voice. He enjoyed seeing the weaknesses in her. It made him walk a little taller and talk a little louder. 
It didn’t bother her.
She gave him a quick nod and headed in the direction of the Sword Room.
“If he had to wait for me, my head wouldn’t be attached to my shoulders anymore,” Rolf complained. She ignored him.
She could still feel the weight of her dagger by her waist every time she took a step. She kept the blade just low enough to bother her even as she walked. She never wanted to forget what kind of weapon she wielded, the power it held.
“Ah, she finally deems us mere mortals worthy of her company,” sneered Garth as Ashe walked into the room and closed the door behind her. 
It was just him inside, the King of the Underworld, waiting impatiently for his favorite assassin.
She looked around the room, at all the swords in one corner, at all the broken shields that hadn’t survived training and were propped up against the wall. Drops of blood painted the walls, the consequence of someone who got sloppy during training.
Across the room, Garth sat with one thigh on top of a table, an empty chair behind it. Every room in the estate adorned the same table and chair duo—Garth enjoyed berating people while they sat on the chair and he leaned comfortably on the table, taller than his subjects, his moral ground higher and mightier than everyone else’s.
“Thank you for waiting, Rolf was harassing me once again,” Ashe said, her voice raspy.
He looked at her neck, at the massive bruise on it. He ignored it and laughed at her snide comment. “Oh, stop that. If he bothered you that much, you would have killed him already.”
She faked a laugh, feeling a shiver running down her spine.
She approached him and stood in front of him, her arms crossed across her chest. He was taller than her, as almost everyone was, but she had a way of making him feel small as she lowered her lids and lifted her chin slightly, somehow looking down at him even from below. She knew it bothered him to no end.
“How did it go?” he asked.
“It’s done.”
He nodded while throwing a small pouch at her, the coins inside moving against each other. She placed it inside her coat pocket. 
When she looked at Garth, he was looking at her neck again. “You can’t let them get that close,” he whispered, crossing his arms in front of his chest and looking away from her.
Ashe felt one side of her mouth rise in a crooked smile, small but noticeable. Good thing Garth wasn’t looking.
“Careful, someone might hear you and realize you worry about me,” she taunted, crossing her own arms.
“Well, I have invested a lot of time and resources into you,” he said, snapping his eyes to hers. “One might just think I am protecting my investment.”
She rolled her eyes. Ever since she had joined the Underworld as a thief, Garth had taken a special interest in her, even spending time with her to teach her how to read. She hadn’t known of anyone else he had done that for. 
She wouldn’t admit it to anyone out loud, but as the years had gone by and she had developed a closer relationship with him and moved up the ranks, she couldn’t help but take his advice in high regard, trust his intensive training sessions, and listen to every comment he might make about her performance.
Even if their relationship had been tainted by betrayal, it was hard to let go of the need to impress him, to get his approval.
“I have something for you,” he said as he handed her a small folded parchment. 
She opened it and read it, trying to contain the shock that wanted to take over her face.
“Are you serious?”
He shrugged.
“This is risky. I could get caught,” Ashe continued, worry tainting her voice.
“There are worse things than getting caught.”
They looked at each other for too long, neither of them moving. She sighed, trying to come up with a plan for the mission so she didn’t reveal her forbidden powers to the most dangerous person in the realm.
“I have intel that something odd is going on in Highland Castle, and you’re the only one who can get that close to finding what it is. And the only one with the right skill set to get it done.” Garth winked at her and strutted towards the door, walking away. 
Ashe stood there for a few seconds, almost letting him go, but then she spoke in a deeper voice. “You know I can’t get caught by anyone close to him or I will get killed.” She turned towards him, tilting her head. “And you don’t want your best assassin to get killed, obviously. That would be a waste of your resources and investment.” 
Garth turned around and looked at her, annoyance on his face. “Like I said, don’t get caught. Use those special skills of yours,” he continued, looking at the dagger hanging by her waist, “and get the information required. And don’t think for a second that you can say whatever you want to me just because you’re you.”
Ashe smiled faintly. “If it really bothered you that much, you would have killed me already.”
Garth sighed, staring at her for a moment. “What do you need to get this done?”
“I need some more potions to make this work.” Garth laughed, an entertained look in his eyes. She continued. “And of course, I need you to give me some more of that information you promised. You haven’t given me anything on her for a while.”
She was playing with fire, risking a lot by asking too much from him. One didn’t mess with the King of the Underworld if they wanted to live long. But then again, she wasn’t just another one of his thieves or criminals.
He took a few menacing steps towards her, his breathing getting deeper and the corners of his mouth turning downwards. He stepped close to her and leaned in, his lips next to her ear. “You need to learn patience. It would be best if you learned to play with your cards close to your chest. You’re here to do a job, so do it. I will tell you what I know once I see you’ve worked for it. So you better pray to the gods up in Entwy to help you with this mission, to help you stop caring so damn much about that sister of yours—and once you do your job and get the information I need, then I will tell you what you want to know.”
She locked her jaw and tried to quiet her rage.
Garth took a step back and just as quickly as he had turned menacing, he had a big smile on his face, his hands coming up to rest on her shoulders as if he was about to hug her. “Now, you know you’re my favorite little assassin, so of course I will get you those potions. It will be my pleasure. Go see Marc during his supper—he will have what you need.” 
He walked away, placing his hand on the door’s handle. Then his speech became slow as he enunciated each word with his deep voice. “And I can’t wait to hear what you’ll have for me next time I see you.” He left the room, all perky and nonchalant.
He was good at reminding Ashe just how small she was. And that he had all the power. 
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She was so tired of feeling like she had no control. 
When she first met Garth, she had just been a thief who needed some food to take care of her sister and her mother. Sherri had convinced her it was a good idea to do some minor jobs for him, and she had been right. At first, Garth had saved her and her family by giving her an opportunity, by seeing something in her and letting her work for him. He had trained her personally, been her mentor, given her advice when her life had fallen apart and her sister had disappeared. He had promised to help her find Ari. 
But of course, as Ashe would come to learn, everything had a cost. And soon Garth had had no problem asking for something in return—to get her to become his assassin, his forbidden experiment that no one could know about. By some wicked play of the gods, she was bound to him forever, depending on him to tell her what it meant that she could wield Soulbreaker when no other human could. She had no one but him to help her understand what she was when she turned into a shadow, and how she could use those powers to become unrivaled.
At twenty-four, she was afraid to admit she barely recognized herself. By trying to find the one precious person in her life, she had given so much of her soul over to Garth that she felt she deserved nothing good anymore. And the more desperate she was to find Ari, the more unrecognizable she became. 
What would Ari say when she finally found her? What would Ari do when she realized Ashe had broken her promise?
But she wouldn’t give up. Not on her sister, and not on her chance to take revenge on Garth for abusing her trust when Ari had disappeared. If anything, the more he used her, the stronger her rage became. She would wait, she would get what she wanted from him, and when the time was right, she would strike with such vengeance he would regret ever having betrayed her.
“Feathertouch, come on in,” Marc called.
Ashe had to follow a special rule that no other assassin did: she had to come to Marc when he was about to take his supper and close the shop for a while. Marc was one of the few people who knew she could handle Void Potions in her body, that she could wield the power they gave her and become something more than human. So, following Garth’s orders, Marc kept that information hidden from the rest of the Underworld by only helping her when no one else was around. 
It wasn’t hard anyway—everyone else avoided Ashe already. They felt she was wrong, different. They weren’t that far off.
“Garth asked me to get you some more potions. Are you out of the ones I gave you last week already?” Marc asked, a slight annoyance in his tone.
“Yes,” she lied.
“Which ones do you need?”
“Three of each.”
Marc looked sideways at her. 
He didn’t like her, he never had. But she didn’t like him much either, their strained relationship never going beyond the bounds of Garth’s favor.
“No need to make them stronger this time,” she said, lifting one of her eyebrows. “They won’t kill me, you know. You can stop trying.”
“I guess one can never lose hope,” he retorted, crossing his arms.
She shook her head. “All that does is wear me out longer after the fact, which then makes me pissed off at you. Which isn’t smart on your part, I would say.”
They stared at each other for a few moments, silence filling the room.
“I’ll see if I have what you need,” he finally said, walking towards the back of his office. “You know,” he snapped back, “we get the ingredients imported from Axel’Ruhn, so don’t expect us to always have what you ask for.”
She tried to keep her laugh contained but his annoyance amused her. “I’m sure you’re the right person to get me what I need. In the right quantities. With no surprises.”
He handed her some small vials he had grabbed from a hidden shelf. “I’ll need some time to get the rest.”
She stored the small potion vials in the hidden compartment of her boots. “Have you seen Sherri, by chance?”
At the reference of Sherri, Marc lightened up and smiled. “She was here earlier with a cut on her forehead, but I believe she’s left by now.”
She nodded at him, turned around, and left—her boots heavier with the supplies and her mind heavy with worry for a mission that could threaten everything she had worked for.






  
  Chapter 2

The Rogue’s Refuge 


Among the viciousness of killing, the despair of unwilling participation, and the loneliness of trying to find her most loved one, the only way Ashe remained sane was through the help of her closest friends.  
In the darkest corner of a street well known to criminals, sat a place filled with lost souls, warm food, and deep mugs. Ashe arrived at the Rogue’s Refuge tavern and quickly recognized Sherri and Reed by his stark blue hair and her roaring laughter, sharing a high table with a couple of tall mugs in front of them. 
Ashe walked by a few tables full of men who talked loudly, laughed, and drank. She gave a quick nod to a few of them who she liked better and threw a few side-eyes to a couple she disliked. 
The tavern was visited mostly by the kinds of people who shared her type of day job. However, from time to time, a few civilians would stumble into the tavern in search of a nice ale to drown their sorrows—which they realized they could never find, as the ale they were served seemed to be acidic and bitter in all the wrong ways. Ashe was sure the civilians wondered how the tavern seemed to be so full of people enjoying their drinks when theirs were so awful they were frequently spat out.
“Marc wasn’t joking around this time, you really hurt yourself,” said Ashe with slight surprise in her voice. She joined Sherri and Reed at their table and signaled to her favorite barkeep to bring her a mug as well.
Sherri was her longest and fiercest friend, yet Ashe never stopped being in awe of her personality. It was such a vision to see such a rough-looking person be so bubbly. 
Sherri was tall, muscled, with the energy of a wicked warrior. Her light hair was always in tight long braids, which highlighted the scars Sherri had on her face, neck and upper back. Then again, Sherri had scars and dark drawings inked into her skin everywhere—and she didn’t hide them either. Whether she was summiting cold mountains or going deep into caves, Sherri always wore tight leathers that revealed a lot of skin. She seemed to thrive off the cold, the attention she got from hateful men, and the power she had over people. She was an intimidating vision, but one could never really stop looking at her. 
She looked like a demon that was fated to seduce everyone, and no one could do anything but succumb to her powers.
In this, the two friends couldn’t be more different. Where Sherri was tall and light-haired, Ashe was small and with a head full of dark, long, wavy locks. Where Sherri longed for the freedom her clothes offered, Ashe hid behind her long coat and tall boots. And whereas Sherri looked intimidating but had a loud personality, Ashe was quiet and innocent-looking—until her hands were covered in blood and her dagger deep in someone’s chest.
Sherri enveloped her arms around Ashe, attempting to give her best friend her signature annoying hug, in which she wrapped both arms around Ashe’s head just to show how much taller Sherri was than her. In truth, Ashe found this endearing, so she never got upset. But Sherri never stopped trying to make her mad with this move—Sherri lived for fun fights.
“Yes, this one will last a couple of days,” said Sherri, going back to her almost empty mug. The cut on her forehead wasn’t deep, but it was surrounded by a red spot that was turning purple at the edges. “But you’re one to talk,” she said, looking at Ashe’s neck.
Ashe ignored her friend’s comment. 
“What happened?” Ashe asked. Sherri’s stories were always incredible tales and Ashe was in deep need of a distraction, even if she disliked knowing the details of her friend’s adventures. 
“You don’t want to know,” sighed Reed, always calm, composed, and with a slight smirk on his mouth.
Ashe looked over at Reed, who was looking at her lips. He glanced away.
“I actually do, Reed. Stop being so glum,” Ashe retorted, hitting her elbow against his ribs lightly. He fidgeted away, a small smile on his lips, and drank his ale to hide how pleased he was that Ashe had engaged with him as she did before, even if there was some tension between them.
They had an awkward past, but Ashe could never stop seeing Reed as one of her closest friends and trusted allies. He was always the most composed of them, the one with the most self-control, the most cunning, and the most sarcastic. 
He was also incredibly beautiful with his long blue hair, light blue eyes, thick lips, and a scar that ran across his face, from one cheek to the other. It framed his face in a beautifully sordid way, and it highlighted his piercing eyes—which seemed to always find a way to Ashe’s face.
They had briefly been together recently but had eventually realized a relationship between them could never work. He was too closed off, with walls built too high around him, and she had far too much self-loathing. She had broken it off between them a few weeks ago, but they were still great friends and often worked together. They just had to get past this awkward phase and everything would go back to normal.
“Oh, ignore him,” Sherri said. “He’s all annoyed because one of his clients might have given him a disease,” she joked. Reed rolled his eyes and shook his head.
Ashe released a light laugh and tried not to think about Reed with his clients. He was an incredible spy, that’s what she focused on, and it didn’t matter exactly how he got his information. 
Ashe tried not to think too much about what any of them did—it was easier to sleep at night when she pretended her life wasn’t what it was. When she pretended she wasn’t an assassin, when she dreamed of what Sherri would be like if she didn’t torture people for a living, or what kind of work Reed might do if he wasn’t a spy willing to use his body to get what he needed.
But she wasn’t asleep yet. And reality wasn’t something she could escape from.
“So, who got the best of Sherri this time?” Ashe teased, hoping an entertaining story would distract from her thoughts.
Sherri couldn’t hide her offense at Ashe’s joke. “No one got the best of me,” she said, her tone aggressive. “I thought you knew me better than that.”
Ashe tried not to flinch at her friend’s anger. Sherri never really got offended—unless someone poked fun at her torture skills. There seemed to be a part of her that was more sensitive to that than anything else.
Ashe’s favorite barkeep, Cartiq, brought her ale to their table, as well as a new one for Sherri. He winked at Ashe as he chewed on a strong smelling brown plant, and she smiled at him as he walked back behind the bar. Ashe was relieved for the minor break he offered her from Sherri’s ire.
Ashe took a sip, hoping Sherri wouldn’t go into too much detail in her story, but knowing that would not happen. 
“This guy didn’t like it that much when I started playing with him,” Sherri started, quickly letting go of her resentment towards Ashe. “And I hadn’t tied him down that tight because I was feeling like running after my prey a little,” she said with the biggest smile on her face. “But when he escaped he didn’t run away—he came at me!” 
She moved around and gestured vividly, trying to mimic how it had happened. A few heads around them turned Sherri’s way, listening to what she was enthusiastically saying.  
“Oh, I was surprised, but it was such a delight! I missed fighting like that. It made me feel so alive!”
Ashe feigned a laugh and shook her head, signaling to Sherri to keep her voice down. Even though most customers at the Rogue’s Refuge were from the Underworld, there were still the few odd regular civilians.
From the corner of the tavern, someone spit out their ale. Ashe contained her laugh, realizing that the person who spat out their ale was one of those few civilians who dared walk into this place and be served the drink that kept them away.
Ashe grabbed her mug and drank her ale. There was no worry in her mind that she would spit hers out. The barkeep knew exactly who to serve what, so as she swallowed the drink, she regaled in the taste of it.
“So did you get any information from him this time, or did he faint from the pain before you got to that?” asked Reed, a little mean-spirited, but right nonetheless.
Sherri sighed as her shoulders dropped. “Well, I asked him all the questions I was supposed to, but with the fight and everything, he was suddenly unconscious, missing a few nails, and hadn’t answered a single one.” Ashe tried not to squirm—tried not to show Sherri how uncomfortable she really was when Sherri described her torture sessions in such detail. As Sherri returned to her story with enthusiasm, Ashe jolted in surprise. “But! I waited around for a little and then made him smell some rancid stuff—”
“Of course you did,” Reed interrupted, but Sherri kept going.
“—and eventually, he came back around. And this time I tied him up pretty well! I didn’t want to go back to Garth with no information just because I got excited torturing… again.”
Sherri’s energy and passion were almost contagious. Still, Ashe couldn’t help but feel an abyss between her and her friend because of how differently they felt about their jobs.
Reed’s small smirk came back to his face. “Oh Sherri, you never stop impressing me with how much you love what you do. You’re such a freak.”
Sherri took that as a compliment and stood taller, a wicked laugh coming out of her. “Thank you, Reed, so are you!” 
Ashe smiled and shook her head. The smile vanished too quickly. She couldn’t hold on to it, no matter how hard she tried. Her friends usually made her feel better, but she couldn’t stop thinking about her impending mission—and she couldn’t stop picturing the face of the man she had killed a day before.
“What’s with the frown?” Sherri asked. And just as quickly as Sherri had been ecstatic, she was concerned. Sherri leaned against the table, looking straight into Ashe’s eyes.
“I had a tough… mission,” Ashe answered, not wanting to speak about it to its full extent.
“Nothing new to you,” Reed said.
She cleared her throat. “Yeah…” She couldn’t find the words to speak of what she’d done, the regret that gnawed at her insides. “It just… was hard, that’s all.”
Sherri and Reed looked at each other for a moment and then looked back at Ashe.
“Bullshit,” Sherri said, scoffing, as if feeling regret over a mission was something she couldn’t even fathom.
“What really happened?” Reed pressed.
Ashe sighed, pained that her friends didn’t seem to believe her true feelings. She resigned herself, knowing that she was alone in this. “I met with Garth,” she said, hoping to shift the conversation to a safer topic.
Reed scoffed. “What did the bastard ask of you this time?”
“Hey, easy on the hate, Loverboy,” retorted Sherri. “Some of us like him. Some of us owe a lot to him.”
“Yes, I know,” Ashe sighed. “I just… The more desperate I am for information, the more he drags it out. It’s like he can smell my aching and he enjoys playing with it.”
“Well, you just described most of us, and we all learned it from him,” said Reed.
Sherri stayed silent for a few moments. In a regular conversation, it would have been slightly out of character for her, but Ashe knew the truth. Sherri was deeply loyal. She was that way towards Ashe, with whom she had the longest and strongest friendship, but she also had an enormous sense of loyalty towards Garth, who had helped her when she needed it the most by giving her a purpose and a way to never be hungry again. 
Unfortunately, Ashe didn’t feel the same sense of loyalty towards Garth anymore.
“It just seems like he’s taking more and more time to tell me anything, and a lot of it seems to just send me on a wild goose chase,” continued Ashe.
“Do you think he’s playing with you?” Reed’s tone was serious, protective.
Ashe bit her lower lip while stroking her forehead, thinking. “I honestly don’t know.”
“Maybe he’s trying to see how much work he can get you to do in exchange for one piece of information,” he suggested.
“It used to be one job per piece. Then it slowly became two, because he said the information was getting more difficult to come by, but it was also better sourced. And now… Now it just seems like he has nothing and keeps sending me around town just to then tell me that Ari’s still alive… Somehow.” Ashe sighed and covered her eyes with her hand. “When did our relationship get so complicated?” she whispered to herself.
Silence took over the table for a minute.
“Do you think he lost his contacts and doesn’t have shit to give you?” asked Reed.
Sherri finally jumped in at that. “No way, it’s Garth! He has spies everywhere, across Atjas and Axel’Ruhn. If there’s someone who knows where Ari is or how to find her, it’s him.” 
Sherri’s loyalty made her a good friend, but it also made her see everything in black and white: her friends had no flaws, and her boss had no ill will; because how could they? She loved them, she would kill for them, so they had to be worth all of that in her mind.
“Then why has it taken him so long to give me anything?” Ashe was getting riled up, frustrated with her situation. “Why has he not told me where she is?”
“Because then he would lose you,” retorted Reed.
“Or no one has seen her,” added Sherri, no hesitation in her voice.
Ashe’s eyes snapped to her friend’s, anger seeping from her uncontrollably. Sherri raised her brows, only now realizing what she had said.
“I’m going to get more ale,” Sherri said, clearing her throat and walking towards the bar.
Ashe tried ignoring Sherri’s suggestion, denying its implications and not allowing herself to think of the worst-case scenario.
Reed’s hand moved from his mug to rest on Ashe’s forearm.
“The thing he’s forgetting,” Ashe spat, her anger seeping underneath her skin, “is that if I am not getting anything from him, I have nothing to lose anymore. I do not look up to him like I once did. What’s stopping me from going after him?”
Reed tensed up at that statement and came closer to her. “Lower your voice, Ashe. We’re not alone. And Sherri is coming back soon.”
Ashe sighed and closed her eyes, defeated. “I just… Why am I not using everything he taught me on him? Why can’t I just… hurt him? Why is it so hard to fight back?” Ashe’s eyes teared up with fury.
“Don’t spit on the hand that feeds you,” Sherri snapped as she returned to the table.
Reed tensed at that comment, even if ever so slightly. He stood straight, his eyes flying from woman to woman.
Ashe tried not to fight with Sherri. She tried taming her rage.
She failed.
“The hand that fed me a long time ago currently holds a tight rope around my neck,” Ashe snapped back. “I can’t breathe and you’re telling me I should just sit here like a good girl and let him do all this shit just because once, a long time ago, he was good to me?”
The two friends stared at each other, a line written in the sand. For Ashe, this was a life-or-death decision. She held no loyalty to Garth anymore, not since he had betrayed her with her first assassination order.
“Just wait a little longer,” Sherri pleaded. “I know this will all make sense soon. Garth wouldn’t do this to you just for fun. He’ll come through for you. There has to be a reason. I know it.”
“You know,” sneered Ashe, “or you hope?”
Sherri didn’t answer. 
Ashe sighed, trying to calm herself down. This was Ashe’s battle, and her friends didn’t have to stand with her against someone who had saved their lives. But sometimes she wished they would.
She took another deep breath and drank the rest of her ale.
“It’s alright, Sherri. I know you see Garth as if he’s a god. Let’s just talk about something else.”
Sherri looked at her friend for a long moment and sighed in frustration. “This is hard, Ashe. I want to help you.”
More often than not, Ashe wished Sherri would open her eyes and see the real Garth—the Garth that controlled Ashe’s life, that baited her, that mentally tortured her.
But that would never happen. If one day Sherri had to choose between Ashe or Garth, Ashe couldn’t be certain she could count on her best friend.
That thought made Ashe feel even more alone.
“But we owe him our lives, Ashe. We’re indebted to him. He saved us,” Sherri whispered to her friend. “I was just a girl when he saved me and I didn’t have many choices, but when you joined me, you did it to save your family. And you did—he helped you feed them, and your sister had a few years where she didn’t have to worry if she was going to be warm or not. You might see him as a monster, but he has also been a god to you. And once upon a time, you prayed to him just as much as I do.”
Ashe wished everything was simpler, that this divide didn’t exist between her and Sherri. All she wanted was for Sherri to give her another one of her bear hugs. But no arms surrounded her.
The reality was that she couldn’t change her friend’s allegiances. She couldn’t make Sherri understand her pain. And the disappointment of that hurt almost as much as the pain of her sister being gone.
“I’ve already paid a high price,” Ashe whispered back to her friend. “I don’t owe him anything anymore. And one day, I swear to the gods, one day I’m going to get my revenge on him. And the least you can do, Sherri, is step aside when the moment comes.”
Ashe stepped away from the table and headed to the bar, dropping the empty mug in front of her. She could feel Reed’s eyes on her.
“Rough night?” Cartiq asked her as he took her empty mug and replaced it with a full one. Ashe nodded slightly, feeling the frown on her face deepen. “You’ll figure it out. You always do,” he said, walking to the other side of the tavern.
Ashe followed him with her eyes, hoping she could believe his words as much as he did. She walked back to her friend’s table.
“For now, you are at his mercy,” Reed said. “But you won’t be for much longer. We’ll find a way to get you out.” 
Ashe looked into his eyes, at the resolution she found in them, the dedication. She glanced away and looked at Sherri, who wouldn’t face her. 
“Sherri?” Ashe asked.
Sherri looked at Ashe, pain lashing through her eyes. Immediately, Ashe’s chest filled with regret at the words she had said. Her anger made her ruthless, her temper on edge from the long days she’d been having.
“Sherri, I’m s—”
“I have to go meet with Ty,” Sherri said, walking away from the bar and leaving Ashe and Reed behind.
Ashe dropped her forehead on the table, groaning loudly.
“She’ll get over it,” Reed said.
Ashe shook her head against the table. “I won’t. Sometimes I don’t know how to make her see my side.”
“She takes a while, but she gets there,” he said. “Give her some credit. She’ll screw Ty and be over it by morning.”
Ashe lifted her head in a swift movement. “Who’s Ty?”
“Her latest lover,” he said, moving his eyebrows up and down with a wicked smile.
Ashe drank more ale, with Reed joining her as she ordered another round. The quiet stretched, neither of them knowing what to say next.
Reed kept staring at Ashe when he thought she wasn’t looking and then looking away quickly when she did. It was driving Ashe mad.
“Will you stop that?” she snapped.
Reed’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline and he placed the mug he was holding down on the table. 
“Sorry. I just wish the weirdness between us would stop and we could go back,” she confessed, looking at her empty mug.
“Back to…” he teased, entertainment in his voice, his Eselion accent coming out more now that he was slightly touched by the alcohol.
As she looked up at him, he had his head cocked to the side, his eyes hesitant but his smile easy.
“You know what I mean,” she said, a small smile appearing on her lips. 
Reed looked at her cheeks, at the dimples that would appear when she smiled honestly. 
“To before we saw each other naked,” Ashe continued.
Reed contained his laugh. “You can take comfort in the fact that I’ve seen hundreds of naked bodies,” he said, winking at her. 
“So you’re saying I’m forgettable?” she joked, but immediately regretted it, tensing her shoulders. 
Would he think she was flirting? She was just trying to be playful, as a friend. Would he take it as more than that?
“Relax,” he answered, his eyes more guarded. “Our talk was clear. Nothing will happen again. I’m not a love-struck fool hoping you will see the light and suddenly vow your love for me.”
She looked at him for a while, her chest tightening. She placed some coins on the table and signaled Reed to follow her outside. As they both walked into the chilly night, Ashe put her hood up, hiding away her hair and part of her face. Beside her, Reed pulled his long blue hair in a knot. 
They walked in silence for a while.
“You do know I love you, right?” Ashe asked.
“I know. But not like that.”
Ashe looked at him as they walked, as he kept pace with her through the dark, wet streets of Ufhind. 
A sly smile erupted on her lips. “You can take comfort in the fact that I can’t love anyone like that.”
He snapped his eyes towards her, his brow furrowed. “I don’t think that’s true.”
“A long time ago you might have been right. But not now. Not anymore.”
He slowed his walk until he stood still. She looked behind her, at where he had stopped in the middle of the cobblestone road. She walked back to meet him. 
“It’s alright to guard your heart from more heartbreak,” Reed said. “But don’t guard it so well that it becomes impenetrable.”
Ashe stilled at his words, at the worry in his voice. 
“You’re one to talk.”
“You will find her,” he continued. “And she will be alright and happy to see you. She will not shame you for what you have done to find her. She will love you for it.”
Ashe refrained from repeating his own words back at him. But she couldn’t help but hear them in her head for the rest of the night.
I don’t think that’s true.
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