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A dead man had freed her assassin.

Lieutenant Sora Sharpe stared at the body sprawled in front of her on the hard bed of the Sapphire Guard’s headquarters, his ankle cuffed to a railing. He didn’t look like much. A bit strange, yes, but white cornrows and threadbare outfits from another era didn’t mean a dangerous opponent. Yet this man, Lord Arathiel Brasten, had lived in Isandor a hundred thirty years ago. She’d asked Aren, their old agender healer, if they had an explanation. According to them, Arathiel should be dead.

“Only magic keeps his body together,” they had said, “a spell worthy of Ezven, Lord of the Dead and Reborn.”

Magic wouldn’t heal Arathiel either, not completely. Aren had described the healing as a cold pull, numbing their senses until they couldn’t feel the room around them. They had been forced to stop, then, but at least Arathiel had recovered enough not to die. Sora had let him rest, chafing at the unexpected wait. Nothing she could do about it, however.

She turned over the events in her mind again, reflexively doodling on her notepad. She wished she could pace, but if Lord Arathiel woke up and caught her in the act, she would start his interrogation from a position of weakness. It had started a dozen days ago with a routine arrest. A tavern brawl involving a noble—which meant whoever had invoked the noble’s wrath had found themselves dragged into a cell and taught a lesson. Only this time, the chosen dark elf had a unique dagger on him. One which fit the description of several unresolved cases they’d gathered through the years. Sora would know: she’d pored over those every few months in the hope fresh eyes would let her pick out new leads.

She had investigated, reviewing old notes on these cases, digging out every occasion on which she or her colleagues had run into wounds corresponding to Hasryan’s dagger. After a full night of work cross-referencing old information with this new weapon, she could connect half a dozen murders to it. These included the most noteworthy assassination of the last decade, which had sparked a bloody feud between two Houses unlike any Isandor had seen: Lady Allastam’s death.

From the very start, Hasryan had sworn he hadn’t committed that particular murder. Sora clenched her pencil at the memory of their interrogations—all infuriating sparring matches. He’d been smug, taunting her, certain his boss would get him out of trouble. And why wouldn’t he? Sooner or later, Brune would come, and no one refused the leader of the biggest mercenary organization in Isandor. The Crescent Moon had its hands in every pocket. Half the city owed them, and they could get almost anyone out of prison if they wanted. It didn’t matter if Sora dragged the necessary tidbits of information from Hasryan—even building a grudging but solid respect between them as her investigation progressed—their corrupted system would protect him.

Sora stared at her doodle, its shape strangely reminiscent of the arches above Carrington’s Square from which they hanged criminals sentenced to death. Brune had had other plans for her assassin. She had let Hasryan take the fall for Lady Allastam’s murder, framing him with the very dagger that had first caught Sora’s attention. Hasryan’s shocked betrayal had shattered Sora’s determination to bring him to justice. He should hang for his crimes, but from the moment Brune had blamed him for the city’s most heinous assassination, Sora had understood he’d had nothing to do with it.

Innocence in one case didn’t erase how Hasryan had killed several others, however. When Hasryan was sentenced to death, she told herself it was good news for his real victims. She schooled herself to think of him as an assassin, to ignore the vulnerable, broken half-elf sulking in a cell. He wasn’t a poor soul betrayed by the one he trusted most. He was a murderer, and he deserved to die.

“I wished you hadn’t killed anyone,” she’d told him. And when Arathiel had saved him the following day, snatching Hasryan from right under the noses of two dozen guards and all of Isandor’s most noteworthy nobles, she had been relieved. Sora tapped the center of her doodle, groaning at herself. Relieved. Despite all of her previous efforts, despite the destruction of her promotion, despite the complicated days to come, and despite the relentless pursuit she intended to give now, Sora Sharpe was glad Hasryan had survived.

Somewhere along the line, she had allowed herself to grow attached to him. To see the man behind the crimes—the broken, vulnerable elf who’d carved a space for himself in a world that wanted to eat him alive. She and Hasryan had little in common, but she recognized that fight. She’d had her own, claiming her rightful place as the next Sharpe investigator, the last in a long line of women—and, she knew with absolute certainty, not the first trans woman in it. Except that unlike hers, Hasryan’s confidence and sense of self were projected. She’d watched the illusion shatter and hoped she could support and befriend the man laying behind it.

She still wanted him caught.

Sora tore away the page with her drawing, brushing aside her conflicting desires. She had enough mysteries to unravel without dealing with the tangled mess of her heart. Not to mention it was a lot easier to focus on other people and mine their secrets than to face her own.

Arathiel stirred, and she straightened, attentive. He might not wake, but he’d mumbled many words over the last few days. About a Well, and a girl named Lindi—his sister, for whom he had left Isandor all those decades ago. She had interviewed the head of Arathiel’s noble family, but Lady Brasten didn’t have a lot of information to give on Lindi. Her sickness was a family disease, one that had grown more frequent and taken several members of House Brasten over the last century, including her father. She spoke of it with a tight voice and a dark gaze. Sora hadn’t pushed the matter. While it might help her interrogations to understand Arathiel, she could feel the grief below the surface. Exposing it wasn’t worth it.

Except Arathiel didn’t mumble anything this time. He groaned, opened unfocused eyes, and raised a hand. He stared at his fingers with wonder for a moment, then tried to sit up. The cuff at his ankle slid along the railing with the movement, and he froze, perhaps hearing the sound. He hadn’t felt it around his skin, Sora knew. The healer had been adamant Lord Arathiel didn’t perceive hot, cold, pressure, or pain. She wondered what he did sense.

Arathiel finished straightening, and Sora allowed him time to take in the room. His gaze rested on her first, sitting nearby, and he frowned at the crumbled page in her hand before moving on. She followed his eyes as they passed the eleven empty beds separated by large potted plants, then the double doors leading to the rest of the headquarters. The Sapphire Guard’s symbol had been engraved over them, a half-circle with four spire-like lines jutting out. The barren room didn’t hold much else, and his attention reluctantly returned to her.

“You must have questions,” he said.

Three days without speaking turned his voice raw, and he cleared his throat. Sora withheld a bitter laugh. Questions? She had so many—about him, his reasons, his past, his relationship to Hasryan—she didn’t know where to start. Only one mattered, however.

“Welcome back,” she said. “You have been out for three days. Three days in which Hasryan gets farther away from me.”

“Good.”

“Where is he?”

Arathiel smiled. Not a mocking smile, not even a self-satisfied smile. She’d grown so used to Hasryan’s quips and smirks that Arathiel’s soft, almost sad expression caught her off guard. He tilted his head, staring at the chain on his ankle. “I have no intention of telling.”

“Did anyone help you?”

He shrugged. Silence stretched between them. Sora tried to size him up. She’d always been a good judge of character, and though Arathiel was in many ways a mystery to her, she could draw some early conclusions. He didn’t strike her as outgoing, yet she suspected he formed quick and solid friendships. He’d risked a lot and almost perished for Hasryan. Yet Arathiel had stayed calm when she had put him under arrest, despite knowing he’d lost a lot of blood and was dying. Either he was ready for that sacrifice, or death didn’t scare him. Perhaps he’d experienced it before, she mused, or close enough.

“Anyone from the Well, perhaps?” It was a wild guess, one not meant to hit home but to break his composure. From the way he stiffened, it worked. He kept staring ahead.

“What does it have to do with anything?”

“I’m just trying to understand.” And she was, though the ultimate goal was to find Hasryan. “Lord Arathiel Brasten, a noble born a hundred fifty-seven years ago, dead at an unknown date, has just—”

“I’m not dead.”

“—just freed an assassin of dark elven descent accused of a half a dozen murders, including Lady Allastam’s.”

She’d knocked him off balance. His dark brown skin might hide his flush, but she caught the uncertain lick of his lips, and his voice fell to a whisper. “I’m not dead. I never died.”

“My healer thinks otherwise,” she replied, and when Arathiel cringed, she pushed on. She needed to break his calm. “A spell worthy of Evzen himself, they said. Congratulations, I guess?”

Arathiel drew his legs back to himself, sitting tucked together in the way scared children do. Sora tapped her notepad with her pencil, shoving her guilt deep down. Arathiel closed his eyes. “So I’m … half-alive, is that it?” A bitter laugh escaped him. “I’ve been feeling like a ghost ever since I returned. You’re not helping.”

“I’m not here to make you feel better about yourself.” She tapped her notepad, not bothering to take up a quill. She doubted this would lead them anywhere, or that Arathiel would share anything worth investigating this early on. “Several members of House Dathirii have confirmed your identity, and Lady Brasten found proof of your existence in their records. You might be a ghost, but all this tells me is that ghosts are real, and they can destroy my career as easily as anyone else. What is the Well?”

“I don’t know!” Arathiel clenched his hands. “A trap, perhaps, but not one that provides an explanation while it sucks senses out of you. I’m afraid you’ll have to live with the mystery, as I do.”

Sora gritted her teeth. If she enjoyed mysteries unsolved, she wouldn’t be a Sapphire Guard investigator. Understanding the Well was not her job, however. “Where is Hasryan?”

“Long gone.”

Determination filled his voice. Sora hoped he was wrong, but with three days of delay? Their search hadn’t yielded any results, and without Arathiel’s knowledge, she might never find his trail again.

“Why did you free him?”

More than the Well, that was the true mystery behind Arathiel’s very public rescue. Everyone she’d talked to had shared the same story: Arathiel and Hasryan had only played games of cards together, and Arathiel hadn’t even been in town for a full month. How did a bond so strong grow over such an insignificant activity, in so short a time?

Arathiel’s expression softened. He studied her in silence, and his intense gaze made her squirm. As if he could see behind her professional mask and unravel the very contradictions she’d been unwilling to examine herself. Arathiel’s survey was thorough, yet heavy with kindness, as if it couldn’t contain an ounce of aggression. He did not mean it as an attack, but still Sora disliked the scrutiny. She forced herself to endure. Perhaps he’d be more forthcoming with answers after.

“You already know,” he said. She didn’t bother to deny it, and Arathiel continued. “Sometimes you meet someone who immediately understands you thoroughly, and whom you understand, too. Hasryan is that to me. We knew each other, even from the start. We didn’t need years. It … isn’t friendship, not quite.” Arathiel gestured at the air, as if the vague movement could explain. “It’s something different altogether, a unique deep link. I know him. I know his struggles. He doesn’t deserve to die.”

“He killed for money.”

“There’s more to it than that.”

She knew that. Sora gritted her teeth. Her relief at Hasryan’s freedom was a crack in her armour, and Arathiel hammered at it. She reached for her extra protection, which lay on the table next to her. Six scrolls, each detailing an assassination she could attribute to Hasryan without a sliver of doubt. “Not to me, and not to the law,” she said, dumping them on Arathiel. “These are the cases he is responsible for. I don’t care if they framed him for Lady Allastam. I can prove he killed these six. Merchants, travellers, other mercenaries. People who had families and saw their lives cut short in the Crescent Moon’s rise. But their deaths didn’t provoke a feud, so no one cares. Maybe you should open them and look at the names.”

Arathiel didn’t. He played with the string keeping the scrolls rolled, a frown marring his otherwise calm face. “Hasryan is not the source of their death. You know this, too. He was a tool for her, the middle man. But he is not … evil.”

Sora lifted her chin and met his gaze. She’d stared down monstrous criminals who had taken glee in their horrendous acts and held the prideful glares of nobles convinced of their superiority, but faced with the tranquil certainty of Arathiel’s eyes, she found herself looking away, her throat tightening. Sora snatched the scrolls out of his lap, more uneasy than she’d been in years.

“I cannot afford to care about that,” she snapped, then stood. “Rest. We are far from done here.”

Interrogating Hasryan had tried Sora’s patience to its limits. Until Brune’s brutal betrayal, every question had been answered with smirks, laughs, and candid jokes. She’d brought years of experience with insufferable criminals to the table to deal with this assassin, who was so convinced his boss would snatch him out of the boiling water that he could mess around and play with her. Sora had thought of it as one of the greatest challenges of her career. And yet, here she was, storming out of the infirmary with as much dignity as she could muster, thrown off by Arathiel’s calm faith in his friend and the way he could, with a few choice words, bring her own doubts to the surface.

This, she knew, would be harder than Hasryan’s games. She would arrive better prepared next time, but Sora had to accept a simple, obvious fact: every moment sparring with Arathiel would chip away at her desire to capture Hasryan, until it vanished. She could not let it happen. The entire city watched her now and, more importantly, six victims and their families counted on her. They would be her shield, her anchor to this duty. She refused to let them down.
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Heavy blankets were pressing down on Hasryan when he woke. Panic shot through him at the throbbing in his leg—a wound!—but the comforting scent of lavender soothed him. Nothing to worry about, not here in Lady Camilla Dathirii’s quarters. He was no longer in a prison cell.

He’d tried to leave yesterday. The safety had been too much. Never before had Hasryan relaxed so thoroughly. Surrounded by delicious cookies and soft tea, Hasryan had let his guard down, dropped the constant alertness that had seen him through the difficult years of his existence, and allowed himself to feel completely, utterly safe.

It terrified him. It wouldn’t last, he knew that. Nothing peaceful endured in his life. What was he thinking? He couldn’t count on this, and so he’d slipped out in the middle of the night. He would gather what little he still had, hidden in the Crescent Moon Headquarters, and leave.

He never made it past the guards. Brune had doubled the men lurking in the shadows around her base. They spotted him, chased him, wounded him, but he got away.

Fleeing Isandor had still been an option. He could have climbed down the web of stairs to ground level, then struck out of the city with nothing but the clothes on his back and the baked goods stolen from Camilla. For a long time, Hasryan had considered it. He had stood at Carrington’s Square, where they had tried to hang him, where an unexpected friend had saved him, and he’d thought to flee. The cold night wind buffeted him. Blood ran down his leg. He should leave, he knew. It would be safer.

It would be lonely.

And staring at the small hole through which the Sapphire Guard had sought to push him, reflecting on the life he’d built in Isandor, he realized he was trapped. Locked in the city, as surely as if they had him in a cell. It didn’t matter if his partnership with Brune lay shattered in a thousand pieces, if Larryn resented his profession and his secrets, or if Cal hadn’t even tried to save him from death. He couldn’t leave. He didn’t have the strength to start from scratch, not anymore, especially not without Arathiel. Isandor was his home now, and Lady Camilla’s quarters were the only place safe for him. He would stay there for however long this lull of peace lasted.

Hasryan pushed the blankets off himself. His memory of the previous night became fuzzy after that. He’d returned to Camilla’s, his limp growing as more blood trickled out of his cut. Brune’s men hadn’t inflicted a deep wound—nothing he wouldn’t overcome within two days—but in the lightheadedness that had followed, the weight of his decision had hit him hard. By the time he’d reached the Dathirii’s tree-shaped Tower and Camilla’s private door, he had turned into a shaky mess. He flushed at the memory, from shame and more than a bit of gratitude. She’d opened the door for him, and he’d fallen into her arms, weeping.

He had lost control. It unnerved him, how easily Camilla could reach past defences set up through the years, how comfortable he felt around her. Not many could do that. Arathiel had shared his struggles, prompting a natural understanding, but Camilla and Hasryan had nothing in common. He couldn’t explain this casual proximity, and it made him wary of his own reactions. He would have to be more careful and establish clear boundaries.

A good first step would be to find his pants. Camilla had removed them to treat his wound, leaving him in nothing but tight red underwear. They used to be his favourites—the lucky ones, he would call them, before teasing Cal for a blessing—but that didn’t mean he wanted to parade in them in front of an aging elven lady. All he found after a quick scan of his surroundings was his shirt. Lady Camilla was humming a melody from the nearby living room. At times, he heard the delicate clink of a teacup being put down. Hasryan couldn’t help but smile. Of course she had tea. Perhaps she had his pants, too.

Carefully, he slid down the bed and set his weight on his wounded leg. He winced at the pain and sat, steadying his heart as much as his body. Hasryan hated to rely on anyone. He had left in a fit of panic, convincing himself he would rather strike out alone than depend on Camilla. He knew better now—not that it made his situation any easier. But, well, Hasryan had seen his share of hardships. He could deal. He always did. His resolve hardening, Hasryan limped his way across the room, still wearing nothing but underwear.

Lady Camilla sat in a comfy chair, a kit of strings and needles on the small table in front of her. She held his pants and was sewing the bloodied rip with obvious practice. Hasryan stared, allowing the sight to sink in. She was repairing his pants. First she had tended to his wounds, and now she was stitching his pants. Why did she put so much effort into helping him? A grazed leg wouldn’t have killed him. She should have let it go. Hasryan cleared his throat to draw her attention, but he didn’t know what to say. This was too weird. She smiled.

“I knew you were there, dear,” she said without looking up from her work. “Are you certain you should stand on your leg so soon?”

“It’s nothing. I’ve had worse.”

“I noticed.”

This time her gaze did leave his pants to trail over the many scars crisscrossing his skin—chest, arms, and face alike. The intense sadness in her eyes scared him. He wanted to go over and shake her, to tell her he’d gotten most of these trying to kill people—and succeeding. Not all, of course. Some came from beatings triggered by his dark elven heritage; others had been earned during his years surviving the wild as a kid. Most important of all, however, was the slim scar that ran across his throat, stopping under his chin. Given by his mother. Sometimes he wondered what she regretted the most upon dying: trying to kill him, or failing?

“They’re nothing,” he told Camilla. “A series of misadventures.”

That’s what he would call people’s attempts to murder him from now on. Misadventures.

“They started early.”

“You have no idea.” His fingers reached for his neck, but he stopped himself. He didn’t want her to notice if she hadn’t yet. She already worried too much. “I can repair the pants myself.”

Camilla laughed and shook her head. “I’m almost done, it’s fine. Do you need a cane? I take care of Isandor’s elderly and have gathered many spares through the years.”

Hasryan tried to picture himself leaning on a cane, and a slight smile curved his lips. Maybe he could make it work—find black and white outfits, build a classy style. Larryn would never let him hear the end of it. Or … well, he would need to know about it, first. Hasryan’s mirth vanished. Larryn wanted nothing to do with him. He had abandoned Hasryan in prison, fleeing when he’d learned about the assassinations. Another lost friend. It cut deep, that betrayal, more than Hasryan cared to reflect upon. He had always thought he could count on Larryn, even if only as one of the Shelter’s flock. It seemed he had been wrong.

“I’ll manage.” His voice rough, he made his way across the room and threw himself into the sofa. He ought to thank Camilla, but the words flitted out of his grasp. How could he? Since Arathiel had removed the rope from his neck, Hasryan had stepped into this strange, inexplicable universe where he could safely lounge on an old lady’s couch with nothing on but his tight underwear. Not for the first time, he wished his saviour could see him. When the thought had first occurred to him two days ago, he had voiced it with a smirk.

“Will Arathiel not come to enjoy my illustrious presence?” he’d said.

“He can’t.” Camilla’s calm and pleasant tone had given him no warning of what followed. “They arrested him.”

The words had smashed Hasryan’s breath away. He had straightened up, horrified. Even now, thinking of it, Hasryan’s heart sped and twisted. “We need to get him out.”

In an instant, his mind had revised everything he knew about the Sapphire Guard’s headquarters. How to enter, where they kept the keys, how frequently they changed shifts. There had to be something he could do. Camilla had rested kind eyes on him and shaken her head.

“If you get caught, we will be back at the beginning, except he’ll share your rope.”

Hasryan had wondered if that would kill him. Did Arathiel need to breathe? How much of him was still human? No, that was wrong. Hasryan wrenched his thoughts away from that pattern—from thinking of Arathiel and his body as separate entities. They were the same, and Arathiel was a kind soul, with hopes and fears and compassion that exceeded any Hasryan had met. Arathiel had saved him, carving himself a special space in his heart. And wasn’t he also Camilla’s friend? They couldn’t let him rot in a cell.

“Then you do something!” he’d exclaimed. “You’re a noble! The Dathirii have influence. What’s the point of a fancy title if you can’t make this right?”

Camilla had started shaking her head before he finished. “Officially, my relationship with Arathiel was limited to the sharing of infrequent afternoon tea and a promise of help should he choose to return to House Brasten. If I push to free him, I imply there is more. I already caused a distraction among the guards to facilitate his approach on the day of your execution. I do not dare get involved further. Sora would connect the coincidences.”

She would. Hasryan had learned how acute Sora’s instincts and logic were. She would understand the pattern if given the chance. And no matter how often she’d told him she would rather not hang him, she had still put him at the end of that rope.

One from which Arathiel had saved him, risking his life and getting captured in the process. One thing Camilla had said still bothered Hasryan, even two days later.

“So he’s a noble? He has family here—House Brasten?” Arathiel had never talked about it.

“By the divines, he didn’t explain anything to you, did he?”

Hasryan bristled. She made it sound like a lack of trust. “We don’t ask. We take people as they are. Arathiel was himself, and we didn’t need titles to appreciate him.”

“But it is a part of who he is,” Camilla said. “He may not share, but the grief he carries from that time impacts him.” She inspected her handiwork, then snapped the sewing thread with a satisfied smile and threw the pants at Hasryan. “His full name is Lord Arathiel Brasten. He was their weapon master, a little over a century ago.”

Hasryan almost choked. “A century?”

His family would be dead, then. No wonder he avoided the topic. 

“Yes,” Camilla said. “For a hundred thirty years, he was gone. His sister was very sick, so he left in search of the Well, a magical place reputed to cure everything. Back then, wild tales about it flew all around Isandor. Most agreed one should travel north, though no one truly knew what to look for. I never dared prompt Arathiel for what he’d found, in the end.”

Hasryan craved more details, but it would be unfair to Arathiel. They did not ask, he’d said a moment earlier. He didn’t need to know.

Larryn would have wanted to, though. A bitter snicker escaped Hasryan. “He’s a noble. Larryn will tear him to pieces when he learns.”

Hasryan slipped his pants on, careful not to worsen his wound. As he tied the belt around his waist, he noticed the worried frown on Camilla’s thin features. “Nothing angers Larryn more than a noble abusing a resource not meant for him. The Shelter, where Arathiel was staying, is a haven for homeless folks. It doesn’t cater to oblivious jerks who feast every night and just want to try out the cooking.”

“I hardly think that is a proper way to describe Arathiel.”

Hasryan raised his hand and shrugged. “I know. He saved my ass, I’m not about to forget.” He’d done that, and so much more. “Larryn’s another matter, though.”

He didn’t handle shades of grey very well. He had run away as soon as Hasryan had admitted to the assassinations. One moment, they were best friends; the next, Larryn was terrified of him. Hasryan couldn’t even blame him—it had happened too often before. Camilla would be the same if she learned how many he’d killed. She could offer him all the cookies in the world, or brew the best tea, or fix every piece of clothing he’d ever owned. It wouldn’t change anything. If she knew, she would return him to the city guards faster than he could put his pants on.

“So … what now?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t stay here forever!”

“Forever?” Camilla laughed and shook her head. “Must it always be absolutes with you? You can stay here as long as you like.”

“I don’t like it.” A lie. He loved it, and the more he did, the stronger his fear of losing it became. He would rather leave on his own terms. But not now, not if it meant starting over.

“As long as you must, then.”

“Look, lady, you’re nice, but this is just another prison. A sweet-ass deluxe prison, but a prison anyway. I’m stuck here. Everybody out there hates me. I need some sort of plan! I can’t spend my life trapped, eating your cookies and drinking your tea.”

“Wouldn’t that be fantastic, though?” She winked at him, chuckled at his horrified expression. “I jest. Of course you cannot stay here forever. Arathiel and I had hoped to dig through Brune’s activities and unearth what we could, with your help and input, but I am afraid such plans must be delayed. House Dathirii has an entire enclave of Myrians to fight, and Arathiel is detained. I understand you want an answer, Hasryan, but I know very little of what should come next. The truth is, I would love to speak with my nephew—Lord Dathirii—about this. About you. I trust him. My life is not the one on the line, however, and we will not approach anyone you don’t trust.”

Fear squeezed Hasryan’s heart at the mention of Lord Dathirii. His muscles went taut, ready to spring on her, as if he needed to stop her from reaching to the elf immediately. Despite her reassurances he would always have the final word on whom they spoke with, Hasryan’s swirling panic didn’t lessen. She will betray you, a voice inside repeated, again and again. A reliable advisor, that instinct. 

“I don’t even trust you,” he said.

Camilla tilted her head to the side with a saddened expression. She pressed her lips together and leaned forward over the centre table between their respective seats. The moment she set her wrinkled fingers on his hand, he snatched it away. She held his knee instead.

“It doesn’t matter. I trust you.”

She stood, picked up her sewing kit, and headed back into her room. Hasryan looked out the window and stared at the city, shadowed by the Dathirii Tower. Outside, people went on their daily business. They had friends and families, and their lives rolled by without his string of betrayals and fights. They were free—of crimes and prejudice alike. Would he ever be one of them? Hasryan brought one leg back to his torso, leaving the wounded one stretched out. He’d tried so hard to build a normal life, only to be pushed back to the edges again.

He missed Larryn and the Shelter. They welcomed everyone, and for a while Hasryan had found his place there. A home, with lively music, amazing food, and friends. And despite his previous resolution to stop thinking about Larryn, his mind drifted back to the tiny refuge nestled at the bottom of Isandor, in the deepest layer of the Lower City, where the best people hid under the city’s filth.
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When Vellien stepped into the Shelter for the second time, everyone was awake. Patrons lifted their heads to glare at them, dirty fingers curled around bowls of warm soup, their clothes ragged, thin, and full of holes. Without the fire, those inside would freeze, and their lack of proper winter garments made Vellien self-conscious about the thick fur cloak on their back. Larryn had scolded them about it on their first visit, and the young owner of the Shelter would no doubt do it again today. Vellien swallowed hard, their cheeks flushing red with guilt and shame—a sure-fire way to make their freckles stand out even more than usual. They wished everyone would go back to their conversations, but instead the patrons stared at Vellien as they picked their way through the tables. This much attention made them want to recoil and run, but Nevian still needed a healer’s help for his mind, and they wouldn’t abandon the grumpy teen because of a few hard looks.

Being in the Shelter was always a little difficult. Few places made them feel like they didn’t belong and were not welcome. At first it had been profoundly disturbing, but although Vellien struggled to accept it, they understood. Few establishments dared to outright shun nobles, to so clearly expose they were unwanted. Larryn didn’t care about the risks involved. His place had been built by homeless folks, for homeless folks. When Vellien stepped inside, they disturbed the Shelter’s status as a haven for Lower City residents where those without means could always grab a meal and find a warm corner to sleep. The first time, Vellien had been unaware of how their arrival would be perceived. It was the middle of the night, a teenager was dying, and their Aunt Camilla had asked them to help however they could. They’d strode in without considering the impact of their presence and quickly slammed into the wall of bitter indignation that was Larryn.

Now Vellien knew what awaited them. Anxiety built in their stomach as they approached the door on the other side of the common room. The Shelter lay nestled between two towers, at the very bottom of the Lower City and Larryn had somehow gathered the funds to buy one of their ground floors. He kept his kitchens there, along with several private rooms for paying customers or disabled residents in need. Nevian had been granted one of them, which meant Vellien had to stride past the kitchen door to get to their patient. They doubted the Shelter’s owner would’ve missed the sudden silence in his common room, or that he wouldn’t come out to investigate. Vellien struggled to control their rising stress, but by the time they pushed through the door, their hands shook.

As expected, Larryn waited for them, arms crossed and scowling, blocking the corridor.

“You returned.”

Vellien’s courage shrivelled inside. Larryn’s strangely calm tone didn’t mask the anger in his eyes. They didn’t want any trouble, or an argument. They just wanted to heal Nevian’s mind, help him recover his memories, and finally talk to the teenager they had saved.

“I-I … yes. I’m sorry.” Vellien cleared their throat. They couldn’t even meet Larryn’s gaze. Vellien fumbled with the clasp of their cloak and removed it. With a glance up, they extended it forward, like a peace offering. “Here. It-it’s for you. For everyone.”

Silence stretched, and to Vellien it seemed to last forever. They almost dropped the cloak, as they had on their first night in the Shelter, but Larryn snatched it away with a laugh. A laugh! Excited relief surged through Vellien and they smiled.

“Does he need you?” Larryn asked.

“Nevian? I wish he didn’t. N-not because I hate coming here or anything like that! I didn’t mean to imply that, I swear. I am scared at how damaged his memories are. It’s a lot of work. But I don’t mind! It’s just sad—”

“Stop.” Larryn raised a hand. “I get it. You’re selfless and worried about his well-being or whatever. I don’t care. All I want to know is how often I should expect your prissy noble ass to grace us with its presence.”

“I-I have no idea.” Vellien hated how Larryn put them on edge. Not that it was all that hard: Vellien didn’t deal well with aggressive people. But this was different because they knew part of his anger was justified. Misdirected, perhaps, but not baseless. Vellien needed to hold their end, however. Hopefully, if Larryn had accepted the cloak, it meant he was in a better mood than the other night. “As often as Nevian needs it.”

Larryn snorted. “Then we need rules. Follow me.”

He opened the doors to his kitchens and motioned for Vellien to come. They stood rooted to their spot, hesitant to obey. Did they want to enter Larryn’s untouchable space? It felt like overstepping. But Larryn had invited them, no? Shouldn’t that mean it would be okay, even if only for this one time? Vellien might never have another chance to establish boundaries with the Shelter’s owner. Refusing might even anger him further, so Vellien gathered their courage and hurried after Larryn.

A strong cinnamon odour greeted them as they slipped through the door, and it overpowered the other sweeter scents. Vellien’s eyes widened as they took in the enormous pot, the cutting boards, the pans, and dozens of tools they couldn’t name, let alone guess at the uses for. A huge bag of apples rested on the counter next to a pile of potatoes and carrots, and Vellien focused on those familiar elements, desperate not to appear too wildly impressed with their surroundings. Larryn was not fooled.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never been in kitchens before.”

“Well, I—” Vellien sighed, then shook their head. House Dathirii had cooks. “There was never a point.”

Larryn stared at them, his mouth a thin line, anger boiling right under the surface. Vellien dropped their gaze to their feet, sheepish.

“This is why I hate you people,” Larryn said, and though the words were harsh, his tone managed to stay contained. “My patrons don’t even have a home, but you can bet your ass they can cook for themselves, and would if they had a chance.”

“I-I know. Larryn, sir, I understand. I mean, I understand that I can’t really know, and I realize that when I step in your Shelter, I take this space away from them.”

Larryn leaned on his counter and studied them, looking straight at Vellien instead of tilting his head to the side to hear better. Was that newfound respect in his expression? Perhaps Vellien shouldn’t get their hopes up. Larryn clacked his tongue. “You’re less oblivious than your peers. Or you have a little someone telling you what to say.”

Perhaps it was the “little” in Larryn’s words, but Vellien immediately thought of Cal. They raised their hands and shook them. “Cal didn’t say anything! He only admitted to me you didn’t like us, but he wouldn’t explain why or—”

“Let’s not talk about Cal,” Larryn snapped. “In fact, that will be rule number one. Don’t mention Cal to me.”

“Is he barred from coming? He was supposed to help me.”

“You’re already breaking rule number one.”

Larryn crossed his arms and glared at them. Vellien didn’t recoil, despite very much wanting to. Instead, they met his gaze without flinching. “If he is not talking with Nevian, it may take longer for him to heal. I need to know.”

It earned them a little huff. “Cal comes and goes,” Larryn said with a dismissive wave, before moving on. “Rule number two: in my Shelter, you’re a nobody. There’s no ‘milord’ and ‘sir,’ and no one owes you shit. Keep making yourself small or you won’t be tolerated.”

This time, Vellien smiled. “That’s good. I don’t like being gendered.” Not that it would stop the crowd from using masculine pronouns. Vellien would rather not, but they didn’t intend to spend their days correcting the Shelter’s patrons. Larryn didn’t miss the implications of their answer.

“Do you use neutral pronouns, then?”

“Yes!” Excitement coursed through them briefly. They didn’t often get asked for their pronouns, even though many non-binary folks walked Isandor’s bridges or lived in their legends. It inevitably brought a grin to their lips. “It’s ‘they.’ Please.”

“Yeah, sure.” Larryn’s expression softened. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell others if you want. Rule number three? Keep giving us cloaks. We love those peace offerings.”

“Each time? One for every new visit?” Vellien didn’t have enough spares for that, and all their money went straight to fighting the Myrian Enclave. How would they comply?

“You heard me. I’m sure you’re resourceful enough to find what you need. You sure can’t be too poor.”

Vellien swallowed hard. They would have to ask Camilla and Branwen for extras. Who would have guessed it would cost them so much to help one teenager? “All right. A cloak.”

“The last rule is the hardest. For both of us.”

That didn’t bode well. Vellien gritted their teeth, reminding themself this Shelter was Larryn’s home and creation, and that every time they came, they trespassed into a space not meant for them. Vellien hated confrontations, and none of the rules so far justified one. “Go on.”

“I want you to stay.” Every word obviously cost Larryn.

“Stay?”

“Not long! I’m not patient enough. But … it’s not fair for Nevian to have all the treatment because of some connections with you people. The others are sick, too. They got colds and rotting teeth and disgusting mouldy shit crawling up their feet. Heal a few. None of them can afford a healer, and Cal’s no good at it.”

It could have been a plea if Larryn hadn’t been glaring at them, daring Vellien to mock or pity his people. Hard to believe he’d even asked when he had called their very existence—as a noble and as a Dathirii, but still—a problem. When Vellien thought about it, they were being asked to pay through cloaks to work here and help these people. Yet they couldn’t refuse.

“I’ll do what I can until I’m too tired. Nevian’s first, however. It’s a complicated task and I could cause irreparable damage if I tried exhausted.”

Silence slipped in the conversation. Larryn studied Vellien for a moment, and his expression flicked between a scowl and something altogether softer, almost curious and relieved. Vellien withstood his scrutiny. Considering their first encounter with the boiling half-elf, this calm chat seemed a miracle. They didn’t want to break the frail balance achieved today, and with Larryn, any wrong word might. With a weary sigh, the Shelter’s cook returned to his work.

“Nevian’s waiting for you.”

He didn’t thank Vellien, but they knew it was hidden in his permission to stay. Hoping this truce would last, they left without another word. They had a young wizard’s mind to heal.

 

✵

 

Dinner time had flown by. It always did, in a way—who watched time when they ran around trying to get everyone fed at once? But on most days, Larryn didn’t endure the rush-hour sprint alone. Several of the Shelter’s patrons had learned to balance plates and lent the occasional helping hand, but none as frequently as Cal. His friend used to show up almost every evening, compensating for his short legs with boundless enthusiasm and endurance. They would chat as they worked, either exchanging a few quick sentences each time their paths crossed or yelling across the common room in a desperate attempt to cover the buzz of conversations. Hasryan occasionally joined the routine, and when patrons became rowdy and impatient, he quickly taught them to keep their peace.

Without their help, dinner time became gruesome and exhausting. When the rush diminished, Larryn dragged his feet, shoulders hunched, fatigue setting deep into his bones. He hid in his kitchens, slumping against the counter and closing his eyes. Larryn clung to the many smiles and thanks he had once more received. Cooking, serving, and cleaning for the Shelter was endless work, but it was worth it. His folks were worth it, just as they were worth inviting a Dathirii within his walls.

His stomach churned at the thought, a low nausea settling in. The Shelter was his space, his only refuge. How could he trust any of these elves in it? His mother had paid for their lies with her life, and they had stranded him alone in Isandor’s cold streets before he turned seven. When Vellien stepped into the Shelter draped in cozy fur-lined clothes, Larryn remembered the nights curled in a corner, the stabs of pain from an empty stomach. His fingers tingled from the countless times guards and merchants had snapped them as punishment for stealing, and when cold crept up his toes, he glanced at his feet to ensure he did, in fact, still have good boots to ward him against the cold. It had been hell, and no Shelter could truly protect him from the consequences. The memories would follow him as surely as his left ear would remain deafened by an untreated infection.

It didn’t matter if Vellien hadn’t done any of this. They were a Dathirii, and to Larryn’s body and mind, the distinction quickly vanished. He should be more careful to lay the blame where it belonged, but that involved staying calm. Not his strong suit. Larryn brought his knees closer and leaned his forehead against them. Vellien had stayed so calm earlier, accepting Larryn’s every request without a word of complaint. Perhaps there had been no need for the brutality with which he’d set boundaries, but Larryn had never met a noble with whom gently asking worked. None of the usual rules seemed to apply, leaving Larryn stranded in new and scary territory. Anger he was familiar with, but even that had betrayed him too often recently. He wished he could talk with Hasryan about some of this—any of this, really—but had no idea where to find his friend. No one but Arathiel knew now.

Larryn shoved the thoughts away. Hasryan would turn up eventually. Why not? No shackles or prison bars held him now. It might be difficult and dangerous, but when had that stopped his friend? Larryn could hold on tight until then. Somehow, the ground always felt more stable when Hasryan was there.

He pushed himself to his feet once more and studied the mess in his kitchens. He cleaned as much as possible while he cooked—the limited space wouldn’t allow otherwise—yet piles of knives, pots, and cutting boards still clamoured for attention. And there would be everyone’s plate, soon. No way he would let his tomato-based sauce stick overnight. Not now, though. Dishes would have to wait: he needed a break, and one patron had yet to eat.

Larryn prepared a final plate and slunk out of the kitchens, down the corridor toward Nevian’s room. He stopped upon hearing a tiny snort-laugh that could only come from Vellien and gritted his teeth. He had hoped Nevian would be alone now, but no such luck. Larryn knocked anyway, steeling himself for another brief encounter with the Dathirii. He might as well get used to it.

When Cal invited him to enter, his voice muffled by the door, Larryn almost didn’t. Could he deal with both at once? Larryn resolved to keep it short and professional, then pushed the door open.

The three of them overcrowded Nevian’s tiny room. Cal occupied the desk, his small fat legs dangling from the chair, a sheet of parchment in his hands. He focused on it, clearly avoiding Larryn’s gaze. Nevian and Vellien sat cross-legged on the bed, facing each other. Nevian’s fingers dug into the thin blankets, twisting them, and bullets of sweat covered his forehead. Healing, it seemed, would not be painless.

“I, um …” All three of them stared at him now. Larryn was not used to being treated as an outsider in his own Shelter. He gritted his teeth and stayed in the doorway. Short and professional. “I brought a plate for Nevian. I noticed he hadn’t come to dinner.”

“Not hungry,” Nevian replied, his words slow and stilted, as if pushed out only through great effort.

Cal’s eyes widened. “Refusing Larryn’s food is not permitted.” He tried to keep the familiar teasing out of his voice, as if pretending he hadn’t essentially lived in the Shelter for the last two years could ease the tension between them. 

Silence stretched, until Larryn cleared his throat. “Should I bring more?” He didn’t want to, not really. Vellien and Cal could afford to feed themselves, but if they meant to stay and help …

“It’s all right. We’re done for the night.” Vellien unfurled their legs and slid down the bed. Nevian’s head snapped up, a protest clear on his lips despite his sorry state, but Vellien didn’t let him utter it. “I cannot do more tonight, Nevian, and neither can you. Rest and food will help you. We’ll continue tomorrow.

“So you’re leaving,” Larryn concluded, his grip tightening on the plate in his hands. Did Vellien want to hurry out because he had scared them? Or was the young healer already skirting on their promised duties to the other patrons? 

“Yes. I’m tired.” Vellien straightened their shoulders before adding, “Your patrons may have to wait two or three days, depending on our progress here. This is … draining.”

“Whenever you can,” Larryn replied, and the softness in his voice surprised him. The voice in him screaming that this noble only wanted to escape work had gone silent in the face of Vellien’s and Nevian’s obvious exhaustion. It coiled below the surface, ready to yell again. Better to leave now before it returned in force.

Larryn handed the plate to Cal, and as his friend’s small hands clasped around it, their eyes met. Anxious hope shone bright in his friend’s gaze. Larryn’s stomach churned. He inhaled, as if about to speak—and part of him desperately wanted to! Cal deserved better than the anger and violence he’d received. But his throat tightened, and his body refused to cooperate. A part of him might desire an apology, but too much of him clung to the fury of winter solstice. He tightened his lips and turned away, addressing Nevian instead.

“Just don’t waste it.”

Nevian cast a doubtful glare at the plate. “No promises. I have work.”

Larryn scowled. Others could use the food if he didn’t want it! Something in Nevian’s tone kept him from snapping back—a hollowness Larryn recognized from his own experience. Hunger had gnawed at his stomach for so much of his life, yet in the weeks following Jim’s death, Larryn had gone without touching any food for days. He hadn’t wanted to. He had neither cooked nor eaten, busying himself with the challenges of building a new Shelter, until Cal picked up on his growing thinness and forced the barest meal into him. If Nevian grieved, even a bite would be a victory, the rest of the plate notwithstanding.

“Eat what you can, then. I promise you won’t regret it.”

The tension in Nevian’s shoulders eased. He closed his eyes and flopped down on the bed, arms spread, fatigue and frustration mixing in his expression. “Understood.”

Larryn hoped the meal’s quality would help, but Nevian might not even notice. He promised himself he would keep trying and get what food he could into the teenager, then excused himself. Every minute spent in a room with Cal and Vellien tested his reserve, and he didn’t want to ruin an otherwise calm interaction. Besides, a mountain of dishes awaited him, and he needed to consider breakfast for the following day. He couldn’t afford to stop when exhausted: the Shelter’s people wouldn’t wait on him.
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Three thick lines of pain spread across his back. Three burns, three days. So many more to endure. Varden curled on the ground, despair filling his mind so fully that not even sleep could find room.

Avenazar had continued to come. Varden had tried to keep him out, but he’d smashed his defences, cracked them like a nut, and now he was peeling him apart one layer at a time. Tearing pieces of his self away, brutal and gleeful, until Varden lost track of who he was. Never of where, though.

This was the Myrian Enclave, which would surely see him dead. Once its leader left—uncontested, all-powerful—Varden stayed sprawled on the ground, cold stone against his cheeks, bits of himself scattered through his jumbled mind. And he rebuilt it. Every time, knowing Avenazar would return and mock him, knowing it could never last. What else could he do? He had to resist somehow. Whatever the end, Varden would meet it as himself.

He was Varden Daramond, Isbari, leader of his community. He had fought and prayed and cried for them, and himself.

He was Varden Daramond, High Priest of Keroth. He thrived within the flames, had survived the fire burning his childhood home, and climbed the ranks of priesthood.

He was Varden Daramond, and he loved men. He loved to talk with them, touch them, draw them, kiss them. He had been with one, too, for a decade.

Varden continued to hammer his own name, to cling to its sound, attaching parcels of self to it. Varden, the charcoal artist, who found peace in detailed portraits and sketched flames. Varden, who had defied every Myrian’s expectation of him and channelled Keroth better than priests twice his age. Varden, who had helped young Nevian slip out of the enclave in secret, and who had saved Branwen and hidden her from Avenazar.

Pointless acts, in the end. Avenazar had found and killed them both. Nevian with his head cracked on a bridge, and Branwen in a much slower, much more horrible manner. Nausea pushed up Varden’s throat as he recalled the detailed memories Avenazar had shared with him—steady fire crawling up her legs, acid splattering her arms and face. He wondered which was worse: her painful death or his pathetic life? 

No, no. Varden struggled against those thoughts. They would drag him down, defeat him. He was Varden Daramond, and he was proud to have helped them. He refused to regret it, even now. As long as he remembered who he was—loved who he was—Varden had won.

A key turned in the lock, jolting Varden further awake. So soon? He’d thought only a few hours had passed since Avenazar’s last visit. But what was time in this cursed, sunless cell? He lost track, flitting in and out of consciousness, too weak to feel the sun rise and set through the walls by the grace of the Firelord’s power. Varden missed Their presence, wild and comforting at the bottom of his soul, always with him. Not anymore, not so clearly. Avenazar had blocked Keroth with iced manacles, horrible cold devices that crawled up his wrist and forearm, and stalled his access to Them. This battle was Varden’s alone to fight. He struggled into a sitting position, schooling his mind into an empty calm, preparing the litany of himself as a defence against Avenazar.

Bright torchlight invaded his cell, and he squinted against it. A figure stepped in the doorway. Too tall for Avenazar, whose malevolence was packed in a short stature. Relief flooded through Varden, an intense moment of release, of struggles delayed. Then he recognized Master Jilssan, and wariness doused his fleeting enthusiasm.

Second in command at the Myrian Enclave and a master of transmutations, Jilssan was one of the rare members of the enclave who had chosen this position, so far from the Myrian Empire. Avenazar had been sent to the farthest location the Circle of Mages could think of—a consequence of his erratic and destructive behaviour—and Varden had been deliberately kept apart from the steadfast Isbari community forming around him and his exclusive service. Jilssan, on the other hand, had seen opportunity in the faraway appointment, not punishment. Isandor stood at the intersection of key trading routes, and bringing it into the Empire would lead to rapid and massive expansion eastward. The prestige of such an accomplishment would earn her a place of choice among her peers, and Jilssan’s ambitious designs didn’t balk when faced with years far from Myria’s capital. Two had passed already—two painful years during which they’d discovered the extent of Avenazar’s violence, and through which he’d watched Jilssan walk a fine line between obeying the wizard’s orders, providing advice to him, and never landing either herself or her apprentice on his wrong side. They had had Nevian to draw most of Avenazar’s rage, and now they had Varden. He knew better than to hope for help from her.

“I would never have guessed a beard would look so good on you,” she declared.

She flicked her fingers and a soft ball of light appeared above them, its glow gentle and unobtrusive. Varden reached for his face, but stopped halfway there. Either she mocked him, or she still flirted, undeterred by his previous rebuttals or the iced shackles climbing up his wrists. Varden grunted. “Leave me alone.”

Jilssan, of course, ignored him. She crouched in front of him, cupping his chin and running her thumb over his thick stubble. Varden jerked out of her grasp, deeply unsettled.

“Don’t touch me.”

The words escaped as a croaked whisper. Varden hadn’t meant to beg but to demand. As if he had any authority left for the latter. Jilssan leaned back, however, giving him room to breathe. She inspected him—the dirt, the hollow cheeks, the haunted look. Varden could only imagine what she saw under the beard but a weight settled over her shoulders and her voice grew softer, losing its usual playfulness.

“I will have to. I came to tend to your wounds. Avenazar asked your acolytes if someone wanted to, and they all froze in terror. No one wants to anger him by agreeing. He counted on that, so I said I would.”

Varden brought his legs closer, curling in on himself. The acolytes at Keroth’s temple had followed his lead because they had no choice, not out of love. Some might have developed a grudging respect for his power, but now that Avenazar had thrown him into a cell, no one would volunteer for his sake. No one, it seemed, except Jilssan.

“Why would you?”

She shrugged. “Believe it or not, I figured you’d need it. Avenazar wasn’t serious, but he only laughed when I stepped forward. I took that as permission.” She slid a bag off her shoulder and retrieved a healing kit from it. Varden recognized the tools: bandages, alcohol, needles, the unguent against burns … she had come equipped. She meant this. Warmth stirred inside him, and a solid lump formed in his throat. Varden struggled to contain it. Jilssan was not an ally. She never would be. He looked away and let her talk. “He thinks it’s amusing that I like you. As long as that holds, he’ll allow me to come and mock me. I’ll have to stop if he starts to believe this is more than a passing fancy, however. He’d mark me as dangerous—another potential traitor. I can’t have that.”

Her passing fancy had involved undesired commentary on his appearance, hands flitting to his back when he’d rather be left alone, and a continuous half-hidden flirt he’d been careful never to encourage. 

“It’s not, though,” he said. “It’s nothing more.”

“Well, for you, obviously, it can’t even be that much. I saw the sketches. You have talent.” Of course. They’d found his art, stored in the bottom drawer of his desk. Four sketch pads, most containing Isbari portraits or fires. But the last … the second half was filled with naked men, imagined or real. Varden thought of his private drawings of Miles, who had been so shy about his rolls of fat, yet so gentle and beautiful. Even in the dim light, Varden’s flush must be visible under his olive skin, and he gritted his teeth. These images had been meant for them and no one else. He glared at Jilssan, yet her eyes held something strange—not mockery or disgust, but a genuine interest, with a touch of disappointment. “Such a shame for me.”

Varden snorted. The invasion still burned. “Your gender is the least of all problems in this absurd scenario. You’re …” He trailed off, surprised by his acrid bitterness. So unlike him—or rather, so unlike the him he wanted to preserve. Varden sucked a deep breath in and stilled his anger.

Jilssan laughed at his sudden silence. “Go on. I’m sure you meant to complete that sentence with kind words such as ‘pragmatic’ or ‘witty.’ Certainly nothing the likes of ‘morally corrupt’ or ‘power hungry.’” Varden froze. He searched for an edge in her laughter, the dangerous tell-tale sign of falseness and thin ice. Finding none unsettled him more than he cared to admit. Jilssan shook her head. “I’m all four, depending on how you measure morality, and I see no reason to change.”

“Perhaps that’s the biggest problem of all,” Varden countered, too fast to think over his words and withhold them. Jilssan grinned, unfazed. Avenazar would have made him pay every insult, no matter how slim or implied.

“And thus we once more conclude that we are an impossibility, my interest notwithstanding. My heart breaks from such a surprising rebuke.”

She brought a hand to her forehead, faking a faint, and Varden smiled. The corners of his mouth turned only a little, too exhausted for more, but he smiled without bitterness, out of real amusement, and felt lighter for it.

“You’ll have to give me instructions.” Jilssan pointed to the healing kit, bringing them back to the matter at hand. “What did he do?”

“Destroyed my mind. Left it scattered. You know how he works.”

“Not truly. I’ve never made the mistake of drawing his ire.” She sighed, pointlessly rummaging through the kit. “He said you might not like fire as much as you used to.”

Varden’s mouth dried. He had loved sitting cross-legged in the temple’s great brazier, warmth seeping into him without causing harm, wrapping him in a cocoon of serenity. Avenazar had tried to ruin it, pressing a white-hot iron poker against his back to mark the days. Fire had never affected Varden before, and the throbbing pain served as a reminder of the new distance between himself and Keroth. Because of the iced shackles, he told himself. He had not lost faith, and They had not abandoned him. He couldn’t allow himself to believe that.

“On my back,” he said. He still did not trust Jilssan, and letting her see his burns felt wrong—an admission of weakness. As if he had any strength to hold onto in his current position. As she straightened and walked around, he gritted his teeth. Her low whistle made him wince.

“Must have hurt.”

“Still does.” In addition to the constant throb, the tatters of his High Priest ceremonial outfit had stuck into the wound and pulled at it sharply when he moved. She would need to cut the fabric around the burns, leaving what was caught in the blisters. Nothing she could do about that with her meagre means. And no matter how pleasant her earlier tone, Varden didn’t relish the thought of Jilssan removing his clothes. No way around it, however. “You’ll have to cut it,” he said, gesturing vaguely at himself. “Leave what is caught in the burned flesh.”

Jilssan let out a disgusted huff and tapped her feet to the ground, before returning to the kit. She rummaged through it, handing him the bandages when she found them, and eventually drew a sharp knife out. “Here we go.”

To his surprise, she worked in silence. Varden shivered every time the cold metal touched his skin, clutching the bandages in his hand harder. She sliced through entire section, exposing his back to the chill air, making him feel more vulnerable with every passing second. Soon he had nothing but his sleeves and underwear, and he wished he could disappear into the ground. Jilssan stepped away, inspecting his back. He waited, expecting a disagreeable comment of some sort, until she asked him what came next.

So he explained, his voice steady and neutral, masking his increasing surprise as Jilssan followed his instructions to the letter without wasting time or teasing. She listened to him more now, as he sat curled on a cold cell floor, half-naked and weary to the bone, than she ever had while he had any standing in the Enclave. Did she only feel comfortable with him beaten or broken? He hated her for it, and yet was relieved to finally be treated as more than an object. The conflicting emotions swirled inside, threatening to burst out in laughter and sobs alike. Varden no longer trusted the intense swings in his mood. He didn’t have the energy to keep himself under control.

He closed his eyes as she finished applying the healing salve—a cool paste that had awakened the searing pain at first, then numbed it down to a distant prickling. It would stave off infections, allowing him to heal faster. If Avenazar didn’t destroy everything. Jilssan bandaged over the cool paste, wrapping the fabric around his chest in a solid hold. She pinned it, then her fingers trailed on his bare shoulder. He froze, panic surging in an instant.

“You should beg, Varden.” The softness in her voice surprised him. Not a demand, not even advice. It was almost a plea in itself. He caught Jilssan’s gaze, troubled by how affected she seemed. She tried to disguise it, to hide her concern. Maybe she had even convinced herself she didn’t care that much. Yet she’d come, taking the very real risk of angering Avenazar. Asking him to bend and beg.

“I won’t.”

“It worked for Nevian. You could buy yourself time and have it a little easier.”

Varden’s eyebrows shot up. “Nevian’s dead. He endured for years only to smash on a bridge. Don’t tell me it works.”

She straightened up, slinging the bag back on her shoulder. “Your pride will be your death. You could protect yourself better without it.”

“No. Pride’s all I have left.” His voice cracked, but he met her gaze without hesitation. “It’s keeping me together. I won’t
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