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			Chapter 1:
Panolin

			The corpse of a blood slave lies prone in the snow, six moons out from Castle Tanarang on the road to Panolin. Elias had only approached to confirm that the pile of ill-fitting furs was not a clansperson. He’d thought it might be, numbly fixated on the dark lump, and that it’s just a slave settles guilt like gravel in his stomach.

			He hides his nose, and his shame, in his scarf to abate some of the horrid odor.

			Even in summer, with patches of prickly fungi poking up through the sparse snow, the mortal’s body froze before it could fully rot and bloat. Dorian has no qualms about rolling her over to determine the cause of death—lone dead slaves in the wilderness untouched by migrating predators are rare.

			“Was it the Freeze?” As much as Elias would love to give whoever the woman was the respect of a burial or even a pyre, he knows asking for such ceremony is a waste. The ground is frozen and they have no shovels nor any wood to burn and they’ve got a schedule to keep.

			I’m alive, and she’s not.

			Neither can tell which coven the woman came from. They’re bearskin furs, but Dorian has said the other covens trade frequently enough.

			“Or starvation, dehydration.” Dorian digs through a pack containing only crumbs and upends a waterskin that shakes out only frost. He cocks his head and hums, plucking a crushed parchment from the dead woman’s sock, and unfurls it loudly. “Does this smudge look like anything to you?”

			Elias peers over his shoulder at the heavily inked silhouette of a blob, perfectly centered. It used to be detailed, but humidity and water damage has smeared the ink into a shape that could be anything from a pile of dung to a misshapen horse’s head.

			Dorian tuts and turns back to their parade of horses. “Can’t get a scent beyond hers either. Nothing can be done.”

			Waiting on the road is the caravan they’re escorting, a line of horse-led supply wagons with everything Tanarang exports—crates of kelp and whale oil, various marine leathers, dried fungi, and some smelly type of rock that they find in the stomachs of dead whales and that Southerners turn into perfume.

			“She was trying to reach Tanarang, wasn’t she?” Elias asks. “You’re the only settlement out here.”

			Dorian looks downcast. “She should have tried for Panolin.”

			“Maybe she didn’t come from Son Kir or Aesk—Verscythe.”

			“My point stands,” he says, and walks away. “She should have tried for Panolin.”

			Elias almost floats the idea that she did come from Verscythe or Son Kir, and was trying to reach the South, straight down the continent—an equally incredulous attempt at freedom—but Dorian’s already saddled up, offering the second seat behind him.

			

			In this summer weather, it’s still cold enough for snow to stick to the ground in a slushy mess. None of them needs to bundle up, but the one time Elias asked, he was told, “Just because we’re dead doesn’t mean we have to act like it.”

			So Dorian is in summer attire: a lighter, ashy blue vest instead of his worn leather jerkin, his cloak and vambraces stored away in the wagons. Elias holds onto him loosely, lace flowers soft under his fingertips.

			A breezy calm settles over him, and he leans closer, burying his nose in the earthy, wine-tartness that is Dorian’s scent. A whole summer, and Elias hasn’t had this. Every chance he gets to have Dorian to himself is either spent on vampire training or is swiftly interrupted by someone else who splits his attention.

			Namely, Markus and Kymiria.

			Panolin lost its allure after Elias turned. What once was the promise of escape to the sun is now one more place barred to him, and he’s flip-flopped between excitement and resentment, almost not wanting to see it so he never knows what he’s missing. But the chance to go and have a month alone with Dorian wasn’t one to pass up.

			The curiosity alone in how mortals survive up here is enough to keep him journeying eastward. He’s only been permitted by Dorian to accompany him because everybody in Panolin loves Dorian and he’s earned some goodwill after three centuries of favors and odd jobs for them. He hadn’t offered for Elias to join with any hint of something more. It’s Elias’s own fault for getting carried away daydreaming about finally having a break from expectations as a fledgling and the constant bustle and noise of the castle with Dorian’s undivided attention.

			And he has been learning a whole bunch of things. Net-weaving classes, fishing trips when the water in the bay below the Tanarang cliffs is calmer, swimming in the cave pools, and proper care for their six horses. Brigs let Elias help him through every process of crafting his first set of prosthetic fingers and the gloves to secure them. Kymiria had gone out of her way to embroider little whale flukes on the backs, shiny purple thread swimming in black water. She hadn’t said why she was borrowing them, but when he woke up, they were tucked right next to his pillow on the bed, their new Tanarang symbol shining.

			Surrounding the wrist, the design of the waves looks uncannily like the spirals of Clan Maewag’s insignia. His only explanation is that Dorian must’ve told her, which means that Dorian remembered what it looked like, after all this time.

			He didn’t know what to expect on a journey like this, but Dorian handles the responsibility with the utmost resolve, never stopping for breaks and constantly monitoring the road and the wagons. Dedication to the mission doesn’t stop him from pointing out various ruins and landmarks, talking animatedly about this chunk of stone or that crumbling well like they’re dazzling spectacles.

			“That was a windmill,” he says, pointing forward and nudging Elias’s knee to get his attention. He glances over his shoulder and gives a lopsided smile that sends Elias’s heart floating toward the moons.

			The pile of rubble ahead is as impressive as every other pile of rubble and no more distinct. “A windmill?”

			Dorian twists and mimes the shape. “Yes, like in that painting near Castor’s room?”

			Ah. Yes. That painting of golden wheat and fluffy pink clouds. In the darkness, it’s just a pile of rocks.

			Dorian turns back around.

			The route across the continent hasn’t changed much in three centuries according to Dorian, but the state of the road itself has had them halfway up the horses’ chests in snow and converting from wheels to skis and back more than once. Elias has no idea how Dorian makes this round trip twice a year with no help beyond whoever he might be escorting. 

			Elias twists to follow the silhouette of the fallen windmill as they pass it and worries his lip. “I’m sure it was a nice windmill.”

			

			Dorian hums.

			Elias sags, glad to be behind him.

			His attempts at befriending other members of his new coven and gaining that ever-elusive independence from Dorian notwithstanding, he’s not oblivious. He knows a lot of them blame him for the deaths of their kin in the Aeskerat attack. He knows they never liked him because of his attitude, and others still because he was a clansman, toiling away in his evil hovel and keeping vampires as blood slaves to fend off the Freeze.

			Which, yes, given the conditions in which his chief held Dorian as little more than a gutted pig perpetually dying until he withered, the resentment is not misplaced.

			But Elias did bring Dorian home. 

			The other vampires might not like him, but plenty of their living wards are friendly enough. Brigs didn’t act like smithing all the metal joints in Elias’s fingers was a chore. Patrick has been happily teaching him how he cooks all their fancy pastries and sweets with Tanarang’s limited resources. Castor even switched partners voluntarily so Elias could get his mandated “teething” lesson out of the way before taking up with his new partner, Parish, unhappily stuck with him after Vick’s death in Jacobi’s attack. They don’t talk, and Parish leaves her donations for Elias to pick up so Elias doesn’t have to waste her time, and he prefers it this way.

			And yet. Unlike with Markus and Kymiria, Dorian holds all the power over him. If he suddenly doesn’t want Elias around anymore, everyone they know will side with him, and Elias will be kicked out into the snow.

			So if he’s a little anxious and maybe a little pessimistic, can he not have this time to mourn his mortality and everything that might’ve been?

			Ahead, out of the gloom, rise the ruins of an abandoned town and the skeleton of another windmill that’s lost all but one of its spokes in the shadow of a small fort built over the river.

			Elias taps Dorian’s shoulder and points. “What’s that one?”

			Dorian perks up. “Fort Aeskesh. First time I saw it, I was in the battle fighting over it.”

			The War for the North—Dorian would have been a century old when the vampires took the sun away and cloaked the land in frigid darkness. “Did you win?”

			“Nope. Dawn drove us back.” He shrugs. “They’d established a threshold at the fort. Couldn’t get inside so it was either retreat or burn. So we poisoned the river with the dead. Starved ’em out.”

			Elias frowns and studies the crumbling walls. All that remains of the homes are the square foundations, one still standing tall enough to hold up a doorway to nowhere.

			As they leave the fort behind, a bright, pale blue glow shines from a huge hole in the outer wall. He cranes his neck—it’s a Northern ice tree, growing in the courtyard. Elias turns away.

			Then the musty scent of wet fur reaches his nose, distant but pungent. “Wolves?”

			“Moose! I’ll see if I can pick off a straggler.” Dorian guides Tulip closer to the wagon, whistling for the caravan to stop. He gestures for Elias to dismount and leans over to grab a bundle of rope and his bow.

			“By yourself?” Elias asks. “I can help.”

			Dorian shakes his head and counts his arrows. “You’re not that experienced a rider and they are violent.”

			Elias searches the horizon for their wayward meal. “Have you done this before?”

			Dorian snorts. “I’ll be fine.” He pockets a set of spark rocks and thunders off by the light of the moons.

			Over the wind, Tulip’s whinnies and the guttural roars of the moose roll over the valley. Dorian is… probably fine. They can heal from anything, unless, say, Dorian gets bowled off Tulip and crushed. Then he would be too far away to help.

			

			Elias wrings his hands, glancing between the sounds of fighting and Dandy unruffled by the distant commotion, and starts unbuckling her harness.

			He almost has Dandy loose by the time clopping hooves near, along with the sound of something heavy dragging.

			“I told you not to worry,” Dorian admonishes, all proud in the saddle. “This one had a bum leg. Didn’t have to tussle with the bigger bulls.”

			The moose is huge, dwarfing Tulip, with a mass of spiky bone protruding from its head. It’s the same kind of animal that Jacobi gave to his clan all those months ago, only mature, and the other bulls were bigger?

			Arrows sprout from the moose’s eye and its neck. Elias frowns. “Shame to waste all the meat.” It has been months without the need for solid food yet the words I’ll take some almost leap off his tongue. Dorian doesn’t notice.

			“They’ll take it in Panolin if we can get it there fast enough.” Dorian lets the rope around the saddle go lax. “Do you want a leg? You can practice teething on it.”

			Elias curls his lip even as the scent of the animal’s hot blood entices his fangs. All that fluffy fur and musk from the wilderness is in his way. He says nothing, staying where he is.

			“Don’t be picky.” Dorian prods the carcass with the tip of his bow and frees the rest of their horses.

			Elias is no stranger to butchering, but his clan did wait until meat was cooked before descending upon it. There’s nothing elegant in Dorian on his knees, nudging hungry horses aside and peeling back thick hide to sink his teeth into a vein.

			Elias crosses and uncrosses his arms, shifting his weight. It does smell good, and it’s already dead. Abstaining won’t bring it back to life. His fangs stir in interest and he still hasn’t gotten used to the feeling of his teeth sliding around like there’s invisible hooks in the tips tugging them toward whatever beating heart bleeds.

			He scrunches his nose and plods over. Dorian hums and scoots closer to where Dandy has her bloody muzzle at the moose’s thick neck.

			The moist squelches from the horses, the arrow in the eye, the animalistic fervor with which they feed… Elias lurches and holds his mouth. The horses’ fangs, grown from their blocky blunt teeth, are comically ill-fit for their mouths and wouldn’t fit if they tried to close their lips. Dandy uses hers to slash at the flesh and lap up the blood that pools, but that’s what they get when they turn grazers into immortal leeches.

			If he throws up, would it be bile or blood?

			Elias doesn’t get his answer nor does he get any moose. He returns to Lily’s wagon even as the rest of the horses bully their way in and Dorian spreads out a blanket in the slush to stretch out on and digest.

			His fangs itch. He should have eaten.

			§

			Elias had imagined Panolin as this great bastion of the living, the last mortal stronghold in the North.

			“So?” Dorian asks as they approach the wall surrounding the Panolin region and the port towns within. “Impressed?”

			“Not the word I’d use.” The wall itself is a feat of engineering for its length, but it’s little more than stacked stones. Wide enough atop it to walk across only if he balances one foot in front of the other. Not like the guard wall of Castle Tanarang. Stake pits line the narrow road and spear through the slatted main gate, but they show their age, all smoothed and warped by the elements.

			The tallest structure, a skinny lighthouse with a big spinning flame, has been visible for a while. It clearly predates the wall, built with methodical care.

			He’s impressed, Elias decides, that it’s still standing. He shifts his attention back to the drab gate, which opens at their approach. The buildings of the village of Anneal behind it are all the same. Grey-green stonework and black-thatched roofs. No color.

			The people aren’t so lifeless. The gate guard waves at Dorian and calls his name much like the children do whenever he returns from an extended scouting mission. Dorian waves back, smiling brightly at the front of the caravan.

			The scruffy guard eyes Elias curiously. “Who do we have here?”

			“A friend,” Dorian answers gallantly. “Brought down this moose for you. Meat should still be good.”

			The guard has to have seen sixty winters or more, scraggly white beard down to his belly and knitted cap falling apart on his head. “Aye. You and you can come in, then,” he says, locking eyes with Elias, then grinning at Dorian like his grandson has come home. “Mighty thanks to you. Ingrid should have a shark for the horses soon. You’re early.”

			The caravan plods on through, and Elias mumbles, “How again are these people allowed to live here unbothered?”

			“All the covens agreed to keep Panolin independent.”

			“Just like that?”

			He nods and gives Elias a funny look. “They handle shipments to and from the South for every coven. The Southern sailors and merchants keep bringing business here so long as they deal with the living and not the covens. It’s symbiotic.”

			Tanarang’s favorite word. They do all the work and we don’t eat them for it.

			When the wagons finally roll to a stop in the dilapidated stables of an inn, Elias breathes in deep and declares, “It smells like the other coast, only more sour.”

			Dorian stands on his toes to scan the harbor and shoulders his bag. “Didn’t expect the ship yet, and I was right. We’ll check in and get some rooms, and then I have to deliver the manifest to the harbormaster. You’ll be okay while I’m gone?”

			Alone surrounded by strangers? No.

			“Can’t I go with you?”

			Dorian clicks his tongue. “I guess so.”

			The warm welcomes don’t stop at the gate guard. When Dorian opens the side door of the inn, the seven people inside all greet him with a loud Eyyyyy! and raise their tankards.

			Behind him, Elias looks up at the outside of the inn and swears the whole building leans. Two floors, the first made of rock chunks but the second of wood panels and dark, flimsy windows. And it is leaning.

			Elias balls his fists and takes the short two stairs up to the grimy landing. Hanging fish jaws clatter in the sticky breeze. He flexes his fingers and licks his lips, and when the wood floor creaks beneath his boot, he backs up to the road.

			It’s nonsense, he knows. But this isn’t the castle. It’s not carved from the mountainside, not a fortress. It’s one bad storm away from collapsing and Elias isn’t claustrophobic, but the image of the whole thing coming down on his head is enough to keep him outside.

			Caves, he knows. Carved by the land. By the gods, even. Not fallible hands.

			The door remains open to all the chatter inside and he wills himself to at least reach the doorway. They’re a more grizzled people than Tanarang’s soft-skinned folk. Hearty and squinty-eyed sailors. The barmaid who lifts Dorian off his feet with an embrace is missing four of her teeth.

			“Hi, Onna,” he wheezes. “Limber as ever.”

			Onna steps back and flips a wash rag over her shoulder and starts listing off their fish menu before doubling over with a cackle. “Oh, I kid, I kid. I’ll send for Gretta and…” Her gaze slides past him to Elias in the doorway. “Now who’s that?”

			With all eyes on him, Elias swallows and doesn’t know what to do with his hands, so he waves stiffly and folds his arms.

			“Elias,” Dorian introduces. “Fledgling in training.”

			The six men at the bar shift uneasily, sizing Elias up, which stings. He hasn’t done anything except darken their doorstep and yet there they are glancing at each other in silent, skeptical conversation.

			I’m a vampire now, Elias tells himself, so they hate me on principle. If he were mortal, he imagines the barmaid would be fussing about getting him out of the cold, perhaps insisting he get some meat on his bones.

			Now it’s wary, lukewarm indifference, and this given only because of the whale on his chest and Dorian’s word.

			“Have you caught any seals?” Dorian asks, dragging the attention off him with ease. “Dolphin, maybe? I know you only expected to feed me and we won’t ask for more than that.”

			One of the sailors huffs. “Caught a narwhal earlier. Might still be in one piece.”

			“Perfect.”

			Onna bustles about and hands over two room keys with a wink. “Enjoy your stay, boys!”

			Elias waves to be polite and returns to the caravan for his bag, shaking out the nerves from his hands. The stables here are wooden, too. Old, slimy beams. Tanarang has wood support beams—tresses, whatever they’re called—but the vampires had plenty of time to stack each stone with thought and care.  

			The horses don’t mind that the stables lean like the inn, happy to be unhitched while they feast on chunks of shark. Elias’s fangs ache at the scent. Ripped apart by the horses, the shark chunks look worse than the moose did, but he’s hungry.

			Dandy nickers when he swipes his fingers in her meal, careful to avoid her teeth. It tastes awful, salty and thin and cold, barely satisfying on his tongue. Yet once that drop is gone, he can’t get enough, fighting Dandy for the puddle at the bottom of her bucket.

			That’s how Dorian finds him: fingers and gloves covered in blood, smears of it on his face. “She’ll bite your hand off, you know.”

			Elias jumps and smacks his elbow on a support post.

			Dorian has his arms crossed, watching from the stable entrance with his bag slung over his shoulder.

			Elias huffs. “It’ll grow back if she does.”

			“Walk with me?” Dorian doesn’t wait or check if he follows. Elias licks his fingers clean, still hungry, and joins him. 

			When Dorian asks why he didn’t go inside, Elias brings his shoulders up to his ears. Explaining his irrational fear of the place’s structural integrity when no one else bats an eye at entering the inn or questions living here sounds ridiculous.

			“Shy,” he says instead, which isn’t wrong. He would have glued himself to the back wall if he’d gone inside and still not introduced himself. “Where are we going?”

			The main road is cracked shells and pockets filled with stagnant water. Beyond, a shallow stone wall, then the ocean. Tiny boats far less impressive than Tanarang’s Peony bob in the water.

			“The harbormaster.” Dorian juts his chin toward an even more dilapidated shack. He leads Elias over to a corroded statue surrounded by a big basin filled with more stagnant water. “Clean your face.”

			Elias does, trying to keep his disgust at the water out of his voice. “You’re mad at me.”

			“I’m not mad, I’m disappointed.”

			He knows Dorian’s patience isn’t limitless and that his grace period for learning to be a “proper vampire” contributing to the coven was to end with summer, and summer is all but over. The boat carrying their winter supplies here will be one of the last to risk frigid, stormy waters until spring.

			All Elias has left is this time in Panolin and the journey home, but still it doesn’t feel like it’s been that long. He’ll still have time, he must. They can’t throw him out unless he hurts someone, or else the Aeskerat wouldn’t still be finding refuge in their dungeons. There’s still time.

			“You’re hungry,” Dorian says quietly. “You’ve been hungry since you turned.”

			Elias almost laughs. “I’ve been hungry my whole life.”

			Dorian doesn’t find it funny. He keeps walking, hands in his pockets, and hums. “Daylight.”

			Elias snaps his head up, looking southward. It’s barely there, a thin greenish strip on the horizon dulled by clouds, but second to the moons, it’s the brightest light he’s ever seen in the perpetual nighttime sky.

			He presses the heel of his palm right below his sternum over the scar from Gregori’s sword hilt. It doesn’t hurt anymore. Sometimes the stumps of his fingers do, and his knee, but the wound that killed him is a dead patch of flesh that he tries not to touch.

			“We never had a deathday for you.”

			Elias cocks his head, letting his hand drop. Are they like birthdays? He’s seen those celebrated at the castle though still can’t figure why an arbitrary anniversary is cause for such festivity. Even less now because Elias is dead and not growing any older.

			“Some like to make a whole thing of it, a death and rebirth all in one. Crossing the river, you know? They burn shrouds or plant headstones over unturned dirt. Give their own eulogies.” Dorian shrugs and holds his neck. “Most who do it turned by choice, but a celebration of life is important, I think.”

			“Did you have one?”

			Dorian smiles ruefully. “Kym threw me one about ninety years ago. You do feel different after. Lighter.”

			Elias isn’t ready to let go, though. “I know you chose this, even if it was a means to an end, but…” He looks up, hoping for warmth or sympathy or commiseration on Dorian’s face, and finds none. “How? How do you go from being a slave, being food, being… what happened to you, and not hate being a vampire?”

			He still forgets sometimes, with the gentle, carefree way that Dorian carries himself, that Dorian was reborn an Aeskerat. For a whole quarter of his immortality, he wore the growling bear crest, the teeth of his defeated adversaries, the coven’s blood paint.

			Dorian drifts over to the low sea wall. Beyond, the water is black, clumps of seaweed and muck floating on the surface. Elias keeps his distance, but Dorian stares out at it wistfully. “I did hate it, for a long time, but I’m four hundred years old. Eventually there comes a point when you can either accept that what you are does not have to define who you are, or you wither away.”

			But who Elias is doesn’t factor here because who he was ties back to something that no longer exists. His people, the whole history of his clan and everything they were, everything they stood for, is remembered only by him, and now he’s the thing they hated most in this world. What he is, is all he has. “Am I not allowed to have that long a time, too?”

			Dorian cards his fingers through his braids, lingering on one of the ties before he keeps walking. “It was not a healthy place to be and I’m trying to spare you from it.”

			The harbormaster’s shack is ahead, fishing poles and lures cluttering up the space inside. No one’s home, but a pleasant, faded sign hanging off the counter reads Gone fishin’!

			A shape sits out at the end of the dock. Faint whistling carries on the wind. 

			“What if you can’t? Spare me from it, I mean. What if I need this?”

			Dorian folds his arms and turns away from the shack. “When you kill yourself once, working up the ability to do it twice isn’t easy. Just kept pushing it off and pushing it off, telling myself I had just one more thing to do and that would be enough.”

			Elias never thought about it like that. Yes, Dorian turned himself and had to die to do it, but he still knew he was coming back. It’s not the same—doesn’t mean Aeskerat wore him down so much as emboldened him. He’s ready to argue, bid Dorian to be a little kinder to his younger self, but Dorian’s not done. “And then I forgot about it. Left Aeskerat, joined Tanarang, was able to define my eternity the way I wanted to. Was able to live, and enjoy living.” He gives a small, weary smile. “It gets better, Yearling.”

			Elias sighs and drags his hands down his face, gloves still sticky. “But what if it doesn’t? What if I don’t want to enjoy being a vampire? What if—” He steeples his fingers over his nose. “We brought you back from being withered when no one had ever done it before. So how do we know—”

			“It can’t be undone,” Dorian says firmly. “Withers are vampires, just devolved. Even if you could find a way to reverse transition, you’d be a corpse. You died. No one cheats death.”

			“But have you ever tried—”

			Dorian snaps, “Of course people have tried.”

			Elias throws his hands up. “All I mean is that the gods created vampires, right? So maybe we can’t undo it but some higher power, force of nature, cosmic whatever could. The Holdfast exists, surely there’s other places—”

			“A rock that knows when you’re lying is nothing compared to trying to undo death.” Dorian takes his shoulders and Elias tilts. “Please, for your own sanity, don’t go chasing ghosts.”

			“None has ever found a way?” 

			When Dorian hesitates, Elias jumps on it. 

			“I knew it—”

			“No. No.” Dorian pinches the bridge of his nose. “There have been rumors over the centuries. Cults and zealots of various pantheons all claiming to have found a cure. None of them exist anymore and if those cures worked, we’d know.”

			At the end of the dock, the whistling stops. Elias is used to the cramped castle, having ears always listening, but Panolin is new. This isn’t a debate he wants overheard.

			Dorian presses his lips together, then scoffs. “Don’t you think that if the gods wanted to intervene and cure vampirism, that the height of the War for the North would have been the time to do it?”

			

			To this, Elias has to admit Dorian has a point. He sets his jaw and nods.

			“I’m not saying you have to love being a vampire tomorrow, but can you maybe consider that you aren’t the first one who didn’t want to turn?” 

			Elias glares at his feet and holds his arm. Just because he’s not the first doesn’t mean he can’t still be upset about it.

			But then: “I know you’re still holding out for something to happen between us.”

			Eyes wide, Elias snaps his head up. “What?”

			“Keep acting like this, and you’ll be holding out for eternity.” Dorian shakes his head and touches his chest. “I like what I am, and I need my lovers to be able to love themselves, bare minimum. That’s my ultimatum, I’m sorry.”

			An ultimatum. So he doesn’t have time. This is his last chance to show he’s a vampire, a Tanarang vampire, through and through. Elias has no response, shocked to silence.

			Dorian backs up and reaches through the shack’s window for a fishing pole and bait, leaves a fat stack of papers on the counter, and marches off down the dock.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2:
Ship Cats and Sea Shanties

			Dorian returns from the marina to an inn blessedly empty of people who want to see him. Onna dips her head, arms laden with chairs as she and her daughter rearrange the dining room for music night. Gretta perks up at the sight of him, but with one tired wave she nods and smiles pityingly.

			He’s halfway upstairs when Gretta calls him back. “Oh, wait, Dorian?”

			He bites his tongue, the phantom dream of a nice long nap grazing his frayed patience. “Need something?”

			Gretta meets him back at the bottom of the stairs. “Do you know what’s going on with the other covens?”

			Dorian blinks. “There’s something going on?”

			News hasn’t traveled with any haste across the North since before they lost the sun and the means to reliably use messenger birds; blizzards risk them and their cargo getting batted out of the sky.

			Onna sets her chairs down and dusts off her hands. “Don’t know if it’s anything of interest, but when Aesk—Verscythe’s spring shipment came in, Barboeg picked it up. Caused quite a fuss when the new scouts arrived, late, to an empty harbor.”

			Dorian tuts. Panolin’s people agree to be their port, not to get involved in coven spats. If Barboeg wanted to harass the new Verscythe grandsire, there wouldn’t have been much the local fishermen could have done about it.

			Neither is it Tanarang’s problem. “It’s probably lingering ambivalence over the collapse of Aeskerat,” he says. “Did anyone get hurt?”

			Gretta shakes her head. “Just our feelings.”

			“Verscythe hasn’t shown up for their winter shipment,” Onna gripes with great displeasure. “Hash’s holding it for ’em, but they owe us labor fees.”

			Dorian shrugs helplessly. “Not much I can do. If I get us in another mess with Aeskerat, my coven will have my head.”

			“Not asking you to,” Gretta assures. “Wanted to know if you knew.”

			Excellent. He bounds upstairs, kicks the door to his room shut, and flops onto the bed for some blessed measure of peace before music night.

			Vampirism took away his ability to dream, but it cannot silence the needling echo of his argument with Markus the morning before he and Elias left Tanarang. Dorian rolls over and massages between his eyes, stuck on a loop listening to Markus’s desperate plea that he stay vigilant.

			And it had started with an innocent, albeit impulsive, question.
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			§

			

			“Do you think I’m attractive?”

			Markus stops in the middle of brushing Dandy to blink owlishly at him. “Yes.”

			“How so?”

			“I like your eyes, they’re warm.” Markus frowns and hops up to sit on the stable wall. “Your hair’s soft. I like your smile, too.”

			Dorian’s cheeks heat, but he can’t get distracted. “I think… I think Elias only finds vampirism attractive because bites can feel good. But he doesn’t actually like fangs for their intended purpose.”

			“That’s a fair assumption to make. But I thought you’d already made it.” Markus crosses his ankles, heels thunking the wood.

			“Before, he hated all vampires and hated that I am one, right?”

			“Correct.”

			“Well, now Elias says he doesn’t hate vampires, but I think he just likes my teeth.” It’s strange, saying it out loud after trying to ignore the nagging little inklings. Markus says nothing, only stares. “The second I use them for food, he gets all scowly.”

			He’s well aware that Elias finds more than his teeth appealing given how much Elias likes to draw him, but this is the sticking point between familiar and other.

			“I believe objectification is the word you’re looking for,” Markus offers. “He likes his image of you but not the true you. Only the pieces of you that suit him presented in a way that suits him.” 

			Now that sounded harsh. “I wish you wouldn’t be so hard on him. You’re holding him to the standards of someone your age, not his.”

			“And do you see yourself falling for someone his age?” Markus throws a hand out. “Because if you never intend to, he doesn’t know that.”

			“I never said never—”

			“That’s my point, Dorian.” Markus steeples his fingers. “What do you want with him? Because all I ever hear from you is what you want for him. A respectable place in the coven, friends, a happy life. All noble aspirations but none that necessarily includes you as his partner.”

			What he wants is another friend, and he’s spent all summer trying to explain that. Elias isn’t like Markus, or Kymiria, or Quinn or Blane or Lucius. They all turned because they wanted to be vampires, they chose to leave their homes for something better. Elias knows what it’s like to turn by force, in a way that few beyond Dorian himself will ever understand.

			He can’t lose that, and Dorian won’t have to so long as Elias learns and listens and accepts that he cannot go back.

			“Do you see yourself with him,” Markus asks, “the way you are with us?”

			“Not right now,” Dorian stresses. “But he can change and he’s learning—”

			“No.” Markus spreads his hands and, with a heavy sigh, adjusts himself on the stall divider and licks his lips. “Listen to me, please. I have known you for over two hundred years. You will not ever love him wholly and completely the way he wants you to, and he doesn’t understand that.”

			Dorian takes the brush and slides it down Dandy’s flank, picking up where Markus left off. “I’ve told him multiple times.” Elias has always been perceptive to the lines he draws, and while he might not like them, he’s never crossed them. But all he can see is Elias spiraling if Dorian cuts him off. He’ll shut everyone else out, sabotaging all his budding friendships, and when the coven calls for his dismissal, Dorian won’t be able to help him. He’ll be out alone in the snow, a novice with weapons. He’ll either get eaten by withers, trap himself somewhere, or die after wandering too close to another coven’s territory. Unmourned and forgotten.

			No one deserves that.

			Markus cocks his head and waits. “I know you think you’re helping him, but the longer you drag this out trying to get him to love you the way you want—the way Kym and I do—the more he thinks you might change your mind. And when he gets impatient and desperate and jealous because he realizes he can’t do that? Well, we’ve seen him self-sabotage. We know how nasty he can be.”

			“And he hasn’t been that way ever since.” Dorian props his fist on his hip. “He can, and has, changed. And he can take me as I am, or he can court someone else.”

			Markus just shakes his head.

			“You are aware, Markus, that you, too, have only ever loved me?” 

			Now Markus doesn’t have a rebuttal. 

			“I know that you’re protective, Markus, and I know that you don’t trust him, but I need you to trust me and that I know what I’m doing.”

			“What happens if you’re wrong?” Markus asks softly. “I know you feel bad for him, and I know that’s why you’re lenient with him. I just don’t want you to forget yourself to make him happy. He’s infatuated with you, and he will take and take as much as you give him.” He drops from the wall and folds his arms. “Maybe it’s not his fault, maybe he doesn’t know he’s doing it, but please don’t let me find you in the aftermath of Elias taking what he wants from you. Please.”

			“You won’t.”

			Markus shakes his head and backs up. “I hope you’re right.”

			§

			Gretta raps on the door with a cautious knock-knock. “I brought more shark.”

			Dorian lifts his arm off his eyes with a noncommittal hum, and she takes the non-invite to sit beside his hip.

			“Your friend is quite shy,” she says plainly.

			Dorian hmphs. “That obvious?”

			“I’ve known you my whole life. You never change.” Gretta offers the plate, a raw fillet of shark about as appetizing as lint.

			He sits up and moves the plate to the side table, coming shoulder-to-shoulder with her, then leaning into it. Gretta snorts and slings an arm around him. She aged past him a while ago but doesn’t look it. Streaks of silver mingle with the blonde and smile lines frame her eyes, yet she carries herself young.

			“I don’t know why this is so hard for him,” Dorian says, and when she cocks her head, he gestures to how close they are. “You get it. You… understand. I could invite you to bed and you wouldn’t think for one second that I wanted anything more than company.”

			And yet Elias always looks at him like he’s the meadow sunrise whenever he offers so much as the seat in the saddle behind him. Why can’t they find a place where there is no second-guessing, where Elias can move around him with a casual friendliness and not turn himself all around and upside down over a simple touch and all the underlying intent that it doesn’t carry?

			If it’s too much for him, he can always refuse, but he never does and asks more often than not. Can I ride with you? Can I go with you? Can I sit next to you? Yes, always yes, but not with it having to mean something.

			“You know I’d never say no if that changed,” she jokes. And yes, he does know. Panolin doesn’t have a wealth of courtable men who aren’t steely, sea-soggy sailors. “But I think you have it backwards.”

			“Hm?”

			She shrugs and rocks into him. “It is hard for most people, I think. You’re very keen at finding those who see it the way you do, but we are a rare bunch.”

			“He’s very absolute,” Dorian complains, chin on his fists. “All or nothing but too afraid to actually say it. On the way here, he rode behind me for a few legs.”

			Gretta gives him an admonishing look, and yes, he knows.

			“No, listen.” Dorian raises a finger. “I do this alone—twice a year, every year. I liked the warmth and the weight behind me, I liked the company. I didn’t do it out of pity, I wanted it. But he imagines these gestures carry more—or one day might.”

			Bringing anyone along wasn’t part of his plan, and he tries to imagine how different it would be already if he’d had Kym or Markus here instead. He’d made a promise to Elias, though, when he was mortal, to take him to Panolin.

			“Have you told him?”

			“Yes. I have, implicitly and explicitly.” Just not recently. “He’ll have to get it eventually, right?”

			Gretta heaves a weathered sigh. “You can’t fall in love with who you wish somebody was.”

			Dorian hugs his knee. “If he doesn’t change, he won’t survive here.”

			“He might.” She pats his knee and stands, plastering on a smile. “Come down for music night.”

			“I wanted a nap.”

			“Too bad. I get you for less than a week a year.” She tosses his boots over and, on her way down the stairs, announces to the gathering crowd conversing in the dining room: “Dorian’s coming down!”

			He chuckles wryly and brings the shark along.

			§

			Elias stays out by the fountain long after he’s run out of excuses to do so, watching dim light flicker out along the horizon in an eerie show of small bursts. Nothing happens, it’s just flashes, like the sky is clacking cosmic spark rocks.

			He turns his attention back to his dull reflection in the fountain water, and it’s a sight he’s more familiar with. The face he sees perfectly captured in the castle mirrors is, even after all this time, hard to look at. Water reflections, here and back in the underground river lit by the cave’s seershroom garden, are softer, kinder.

			Elias shakily separates a short, stubby chunk of hair from the rest that sits behind his ear and won’t mirror Markus’s braids, and starts plaiting.

			He doesn’t have any ties but does have some gummy wax Brigs made him to seal the various porous materials of his prosthetics. Elias pinches off a chunk from the little tin in his toolkit and glues the ends of the short braid together.

			There. Tanarang vampire.

			The crest is on his chest, yes, but these clothes weren’t sewn for him. This braid is on purpose. Maybe if he wears it proudly enough he can trick himself into being proud of it.

			He marches for the inn, determined to pretend like nothing’s wrong and to conquer his anxiety around the building. 

			The roof doesn’t collapse on his head. The main dining room isn’t empty—Onna and a younger woman are busy moving tables and chairs to better face a little stage in the corner—but he can do this.

			Elias waves politely and musters a smile. He has no quarrel with the people of Panolin even if they have one with him. The younger woman smiles back, arranging some frilly decoration along the edge of the stage.

			He looks around, intent on heading to his room, when his eyes find the stairs.

			Stairs. Of course his room is on the second floor.

			“Problem, Mister Elias?”

			The rabid pounding of his heart returns.

			“Um. No—no. What’s…” Elias waves at the rearranged room and swallows thickly. “What’s all this about?”

			“Music night!”

			He can’t go upstairs and doesn’t want to get caught lurking around town now, so as people filter in through the doors, he’s stuck, sequestered in a corner in the back of the bar.

			Music night is nothing like the festivities back in the cave or even the birthday parties at the castle. It’s smaller, more intimate, and more rowdy.

			Sailors bring their partners, their children, but even though they crowd the dining room, further cramped by the low ceiling, they number maybe thirty at the most.

			One plays a twiggy instrument, plucking along at a lively rhythm. Another drums on a crate. Both are nearly drowned out by the chorus of voices, all sing-shouting along, as one, to many a song about the sea and their boats and the pretty faces waiting for them back on the shore.

			Most don’t know he’s here, but when they do see him on their path to the bar for a refill of their tankards, they glance at him once and carry on.

			He’s never felt like he missed out on music night in his clan and doesn’t feel so now. His alternative to his corner is to squeeze his way onto a bench between raucous, drunk mortals and risk getting elbowed or backhanded amid their excited clapping and waving.

			No, thank you.

			He can’t hear Dorian’s voice above the others, but Dorian is amidst them, participating. He lets children dance on his feet and stumbling sailors twirl him around. When he’s not dancing, he’s squished on the benches, practically on a lap at one point and, at another, balancing the younger innkeeper on his own legs.

			Elias busies himself with helping Onna after the first five songs and the revelation that this would last a while longer still. She smiles. She reminds him of Elphaba, only louder. She tries to push him to join; Elias gives his excuses, cleaning up the endless spills of whatever they’re drinking on the countertop.

			The singing is so loud that it smothers the rumbling from outside until the last song ends and families begin to leave. Water splatters outside the windows, a racket whenever the doors open.

			Elias’s body locks up; he knows that it’s rain, but seeing it, hearing it, is nothing like admiring the artful stills in his books. Rumbling shakes the walls, the windows. Elias backs up against the bar, gripping the counter behind him.

			Onna notices and gives him a concerned look.

			Elias swallows dryly, unable to keep the panic off his face this time.

			Dorian’s too busy entertaining the woman talking closely with him in the corner by the stage. No one else fears the threat of the rain collapsing the inn. This, too, is some natural phenomenon unremarkable to them.

			“I’ve got the rest,” Onna says, prying the handle of a broom from his other hand. “Why don’t you head up?”

			Upstairs? Elias does not move.

			“It’s thunder, dear,” she says curiously. “A thunderstorm?”

			Elias shakes his head, breathing shallowly.

			“Mister Dorian!”

			Dorian looks his way and the moment to flee is stolen from him. Where he would have gone, Elias can’t say, but now it doesn’t matter. Dorian bids the woman goodnight and she begins taking down the decorations from the stage.

			Elias drops his head and glowers at the worn floor between his feet. His shoulders ache from the strain of anchoring himself. The thunder sounds off again, a great clatter like tumbling stone, the collapse of a cavern.

			Wordless, Dorian takes his hand. When that doesn’t move him, he wraps his arm around Elias’s waist and leads him not toward the stairs but behind the bar on the far side of the inn and through a short hall.

			The storage room and pantry are to his left, other closed doors to his right, and one straight ahead. Back here, the sound of the rain above his head is louder. The second floor must not extend this far back, and every prickle of the drops on the roof is like falling gravel.

			The room Dorian leads him to is all shabby baths with flimsy partitions between them. A row of three tubs and fat barrels along one wall, a wooden shelf and shallow bowls along the other.

			A small furnace burns, steaming the room like the caves beneath Tanarang. Dorian leaves his side and rolls up his sleeves to his elbows, snagging a towel and filling one of the bowls from a spigot.

			The water smells like smoky flowers, clouding and fizzling as a small tablet Dorian dropped into the bowl dissolves. It steams pleasantly and when Dorian wets the towel and dabs it to Elias’s forehead, it slakes the ice from his limbs.

			“Look at me,” Dorian says softly, pressing the towel to different points around his face. He gestures to himself and breathes emphatically and Elias struggles to match his rhythm. The shelf digs into his back, and a weight as heavy as one of those barrels presses to his chest.

			The rain comes and goes in ways he can’t predict, going louder and softer at random.

			“Look at me,” Dorian repeats.

			The more Elias tries to breathe, the more of that floral scent he inhales. It’s so different from the bite of alcohol and the stain of many meals baked into the walls, something new and starkly sweet to hold his focus.

			He forgets about being upset and embarrassed, mirroring Dorian’s deep breaths until he can do it on his own. The rain doesn’t stop, neither does the thunder, but it’s not as oppressive as it was before.

			“What’s that smell?” Elias manages, taking the towel and clutching it close.

			“Bergamot.” Dorian sets the bowl aside but lingers close. “I didn’t think about you never seeing rain before.”

			Elias clams up again. I’m fine clings to his tongue, a ridiculous waste of a lie. Instead, he says, “I can’t go upstairs. The height, the creaky walls—” He cuts himself off. Rivulets trickle down his hand where he’s strangling the towel.

			

			“The castle doesn’t bother you.”

			Elias hangs his head again. “The castle is made of stone.” If he says more he’ll choke up and this already is bad enough. Reminding Dorian that he was a clansman, was different and small and an enemy, isn’t what Elias wants.

			“I can’t stop the rain,” Dorian says. “Would it help if I stayed with you?”

			Yes, Elias wants to say. All he manages is a stiff nod.

			The water in the bowl has lost its heat, but now the chilling towel feels even better against his skin and dabbed down his neck. Bergamot is now on his list of favorite scents, right below the flowers in the meadow, which are right below Dorian himself.

			“C’mon, there’s a furnace in your room.” Again, Dorian leads him with an arm around his waist, keeping himself between Elias and the exterior walls and windows. Bright white flashes outside, and Elias jumps.

			“It’s lightning,” Dorian says. “Thunder is the sound it makes. Many people are afraid of it.”

			Many doesn’t seem to include Dorian or any of the inn’s patrons, so this knowledge isn’t comforting.

			He faces the stairs once again after the innkeepers have retired, the dining room darkened. The only light now comes from the irregular flashes through the windows. Under the rain, the creaking of the wood isn’t so loud.

			Elias reaches the top, then his door past the landing. A corner room. Fantastic. 

			Dorian brought his bags up for him, a neat pile at the foot of the bed. Fish jaws hang by a line in one corner, and a fluffy fur rug pads the floor. The bed looks old, a divot in the middle. Elias would sooner sleep squished between its low frame and the floor than near the windows.

			The furnace burns coal, and heat bleeds into the cool humidity slowly. Dorian kicks off his boots, shuts the door, and tugs Elias to the rug between the furnace and the bed, away from the windows.

			“I’m not going anywhere,” he promises, stretching out on his side with a yawn. “Do you mind if I sleep?”

			Elias longs to join him, snuggle up in his arms, but there was no invitation and he can’t bring himself to ask. “You don’t have to stay on the rug.”

			“It’s fine.”

			Dorian might be able to fall asleep, but Elias hugs his knees beside him, watching the orange glow of the furnace and listening to the storm.

			§

			Elias gives up on sleep after the thunder subsides, but the rain persists. He’s been watching the fire die for minutes on end in an unblinking daze, going numb from sitting. Dorian remains a solid presence behind him. He twists.

			The rain lulled one of them, at least. Dorian has pillowed his head on his arms, one leg straight and the other bent against Elias’s back. His black pearl earring catches the dwindling firelight. Elias could spend hours drawing him like this, perfectly comfortable on the stained, aging rug.

			So he does.

			He digs out his sketchbook and takes his time, drawing without much focus while his mind drifts to their earlier argument. The looming deadline that will answer where they stand.

			

			He’s never had to compete for someone’s affections before. Anyone who caught his interest in the clan was always already taken, and time and again Elias told himself it didn’t bother him. He’d have had to contribute to the next generation no matter the case in what would have been an emotionless exchange, but he’d told himself he didn’t care that he would never have someone to share bed furs with.

			Then he met Dorian, who didn’t push him away, didn’t wrinkle his nose in distaste, didn’t look down on Elias for his role as Keeper. He took issue with Elias’s introversion only so far as insisting that making friends was essential for survival, but he has never once told Elias that his preference for his own company was itself a problem that needed fixing.

			If he thought that, he wouldn’t be with Markus.

			Dorian has told him, time and again, that vampires who hold grudges aren’t worth his time, even as some members of his own coven resent him for his role in the Aeskerat debacle. And Dorian has made up for his slights and transgressions. He’s a valuable scout, he’s superb with their mortal kin, and he’s old enough to know many of their adversaries in the other covens personally. But Elias has nothing. Not except a good work ethic.

			There was never forgive and forget in the clan. If he messed up, everyone knew immediately and always it was something to laugh at. Remember that time Elias did that? Even dull things were not to be lived down and no one cared if he was the only one faking laughter. With entertainment sparse, taking shots at him was a game always available.

			But if people can’t change, then vampires are even worse.

			Thoughtless, Elias moves wayward braids aside to properly draw his face though he could do it in the dark. Dorian doesn’t wake and Elias watches him breathe, letting his sketchbook slide off his lap and to the rug, pencil rolling softly away.

			The fleurettes of Dorian’s vest are soft under his fingers tracing the leaves and vines along his shoulder. Wear shows at the seams and the hem where friction has scraped fabric against belts over the years. Still a finer weave than Elias could ever dream of back in the cave, superfluously colored and soft with a velvety sheen.

			Elias hmphs silently, dragging his hand from the embellishments atop the shoulder to Dorian’s bent knee. Is it so much to ask for a quiet moment like this back home? He scoots closer and is trying to figure out a way to fit around that pesky knee, or between Dorian and the bedframe on his other side, when he notices the brown eye watching him.

			His throat clams up.

			Dorian, blinking slowly, doesn’t move. “You look at me like I’m the sun.” 

			Elias recoils, face as hot as the embers behind him. 

			“Why?”

			Wh—

			How is he supposed to answer that? And Dorian is waiting for an answer; it’s not rhetorical. 

			Elias does have one.

			“In the clan,” Elias starts roughly, and clears his throat. “In the clan, before you can walk, you’ve met everyone you ever will for your whole life, and everybody knows everything about everybody else. There’s no new. No discovering.”

			Dorian sits up. He says nothing, gives away nothing.

			“You have no idea how amazing that makes everything that anyone else takes for granted. You were my first new person who wasn’t born after me. Ever. And I can still count all of them on my fingers.” Elias’s flits his gaze to his and shrugs stiffly. “You were the sun.”

			

			Dorian’s gaze drifts to the window to their right, behind the side table. Thunder rumbles. “Was I your first kiss?”

			Elias goes rigid. “No.” No, but… “I don’t think the first one counted.”

			“So you’ve never been with anyone.”

			“…No.”

			“Never touched anyone?” Dorian waves. “Even like that?”

			If this is a setup for another lecture, Elias doesn’t want to hear it. He draws his knees up, shins a wall between them. “No.”

			Dorian looks at him as if preparing that lecture, like Elias’s chances have dimmed even further with the revelation that he was undesirable even to his own clan. 

			“So what?” Elias asks, desperate to break the thick silence.

			Dorian doesn’t speak and instead sits himself back against the bed, beckoning Elias with a flick of his fingers. “Come here.”

			Heart in his throat, Elias stays where he is. “Huh?”

			“Come here.”

			Like his limbs have frozen solid, Elias crawls over numbly, turning around to face the door and sitting sideways against Dorian’s chest as if puppeted. It’s everything he wanted two minutes ago but he doesn’t know if it’s pity or curiosity or even reprimand.

			“No wonder you can’t make friends,” Dorian utters, shifting to get comfortable against the rail of the bedframe with Elias between his legs.

			“What—should I be doing something?” Elias leans off him, arms drawn in.

			“You should be relaxing.”

			Slowly, Elias does, first hyperaware of the rugged warmth at his side, then conscious that Dorian’s allowing this, encouraging this. Elias cautiously rests his head on Dorian’s shoulder while listening for the slightest note that he’s done something wrong.

			“Relax.”

			“Why are you doing this?” If he doesn’t think through every breath, he won’t breathe at all, but he’s going to go lightheaded trying not to inhale too deeply and it will ruin this. “You—at the marina—why?”

			“Touch is not a realm only for lovers,” he says, like he’s quoting some old sage whose words confound even adept scholars. “Tell me you’ve had hugs at least. A dance? Bedrolls shared out of inconvenience?”

			Elias squeezes his eyes shut and shakes his head.

			“You had a mother,” Dorian recalls incredulously. “Your chief, too, and the man accompanying him. The rest of your hunting party.”

			“She was never the same after Misha. The rest weren’t my friends.” Any moment now Dorian will pull away or shove Elias off out of disgust, like Elias inhabits a body that’s uncannily grotesque.

			“Who’s Misha?”

			“My—” Did he never say? Elias balls his fists until they hurt. “My brother. I had… he died… a long time ago. He fell.” He sniffs and sits back up, suddenly needing to evince that he’s not an anomaly. “I had things. Handshakes, smaller touches. I had—he was drunk and we didn’t get far, but I almost had…”

			Why won’t the words come?

			

			Dorian presses his lips together and raises his hands, fingertips barely touching Elias’s face before Elias almost falls back because what is this? 

			“Just touch. Do you want that?”

			Elias doesn’t nod, doesn’t respond, but also doesn’t keep leaning out of his reach. He’d have to leave Dorian’s lap to do so.

			Fingers touch his jaw, delicate but resolute. Elias could cry.

			They stay about there, making soothing passes under his chin, by his ears, over the red bumps and scant hairs he’s stuck with for eternity, moving over his pounding pulse and the knot in his throat.

			His cheeks, then his nose, set alight. Elias closes his eyes so that he can’t see the look on Dorian’s face because if he does, he really might cry. Dorian’s scent surrounds him, his touch—doing nothing but everything, and of his own free will, at his own suggestion—is overwhelming. If Elias has to look at him, he’ll fall apart.

			As it is, he barely holds himself together. It’s not Dorian’s fingers trembling, it’s Elias’s body shaking against his skin.

			They’ve touched before, and plenty. Elias has spent hours riding flush behind him on a horse, was just guided around by his arm downstairs, spent days sick and in bed snuggling him, kissed him once already and had his hands on Dorian’s bare back when he had to pry a broken arrow from his heart.

			But this is different.

			This, every minute movement, is done with intent, with the sole purpose of touching him. It’s no longer incidental, no longer undercut by panic or fear. Elias would kick himself for being so overwrought if he wasn’t putting all his effort into a stranglehold on being here and feeling this.

			He doesn’t move, fists in his lap, one foot asleep, spine taut like a bow before it dry fires and snaps.

			He squeezes his eyes shut tighter when Dorian’s fingers brush his lashes, then relaxes when they trace the strained scrunches of his face. Ten points of contact burning the bridge of his nose, the red bumps at his temples, his eyelids, his chin, every place except one.

			When that touch to his lips never comes, Elias lets his eyes open. Dorian looks focused, concerned, but not as affected as Elias is. He could likely rise on a whim and carry on without pause like nothing’s happened.

			Elias falls backwards on the rug and pulls Dorian with him. He catches himself with a quiet gasp, hands on either side of Elias’s head. His face clouds, body tensing to rise and end this. “Yearling—”

			“Wait.” Elias hooks his ankles around Dorian’s thighs, as if that could stop him. “Wait, just… wait.”

			“This is not what I meant.”

			“I know. I’m not asking for—just. Touch? More?” Elias draws his arms in, transfixed on the curtain of brown obscuring them both from the rest of the world.

			“Elias.” Dorian sits back and shakes his head, and the world where he doesn’t want Elias, not like this, slams back into place. “No.”

			He stands, shoves on his boots, and plods toward the door. He glances back once, like he wants to say something, but then he shakes his head again and is gone.

			Elias drops back onto the rug and digs his palms into his eyes. Everything he touches ends up, inevitably, ruined.

			§

			

			Dorian has always liked the rain and, once the thunder subsides, is not about to miss the only chance he gets to walk in it and clear his head.

			Elias does not understand moderation or that he meant it when he said just touch. How long would just touch have lasted with Elias’s legs around his hips? Elias is like a cracked tooth with an exposed nerve and would not have been able to lie there unaffected. He’d have been mortified by his own reaction and put Dorian in the position of having to do something about it or awkwardly ignore it. 

			In the seclusion of his room, a continent away from anyone to judge him, Elias’s imagination must be running wild and Dorian can’t blame him. But if he’d wanted to have Elias on the old, stained rug, he would have made that intent explicit.

			So if he left abruptly for fresh air and space and hurt Elias’s feelings… the alternative was staying and doing something for pity’s sake that he’d regret. Elias would regret it, too, even if he can’t see it now.

			He returns to the marina, intent on finding a starfish or crab to take home for Markus if he’s lucky, and the distraction of the cold wet air and the salty sea spray works instantly.

			Once the rocks give way to the tiny strip of beach, he slogs along in the sand without minding how far he strays as he collects bits of sea glass and shells. Gelatinous bodies of jellyfish are fun to poke at but slimy and still able to sting. Markus would hate it.

			Then, above the rolling of the waves and the distant thunder out at sea, something mewls. Dorian follows the sound to a lump of grey, salt-matted fur—a cat.

			“Now what are you doing out here?” Dorian untangles her from the seaweed, and the cat whines in complaint. Her limbs are all stiff from the cold, tail kinked from the weight of a rock. She’s a tiny thing, small enough to fit inside his vest for some warmth. “I bet you were a ship’s cat,” he muses. “Fell overboard during the storm?”

			The rest of the beach can wait. Dorian turns around and pops the collar of his vest to help shield her from the wind. If she eats and can recover her strength, he’ll let her go to live out the rest of her life. If not, she’s not that much of a mouth to split his meals with. Kym would crochet her entire yarn collection into little hats and socks and sweaters for her.

			Inside, the mortals are still asleep and Elias, trapped by the storm, is likely still upstairs. Dorian sighs silently and tiptoes around behind the bar for a dry rag, a bowl of rainwater, and a plate of shredded fish.

			The cat doesn’t react to the fish or the water or the towel dabbing at her fur or the warmth of the dying fire in the furnace by the stage. Dorian tsks and keeps trying, earning a twitch of her whiskers and nothing more.

			“I think your time in the sun is just about up, little one,” he whispers, then nips his thumb. The cat’s prickly tongue laps up the bead of blood and she trills, blue eyes open.

			“Hey there, kitty.” He tries the fish again. She still doesn’t take it.

			Overhead, the floorboards creek—Elias up and moving. Dorian holds his breath, hoping that he stays up there, then hating that wish. How is he supposed to feel okay putting space between them when Elias lived deprived of attention, of any physical touch, of comfort, for so long? None of this is Elias’s fault, which makes the expectations of the coven too tall an ask.

			What Elias needs is a friend, and time to go back and experience all the things he should have had all along and that the coven does all take for granted. What he needs is touch, contact, connection, and to learn to take it all in moderation and not binge it until he’s sick. 

			There’s no one in that castle who will do that for him except Dorian.

			He hasn’t told Elias never and it’s not false hope so long as he stops second-guessing himself. Elias will take his deadline more seriously, and when Elias does, and he grows into himself, then…

			

			Dorian can picture him as his partner, some day. His dry wit and curiosity, his pride in his art and meticulous creation of sketches and all his spare fingers, his humble love for all the little things that Dorian hasn’t thought twice about in centuries. 

			But if Elias thinks he was joking, he’s wrong. There are no more extensions that Dorian can wring out of Amaranth for him. Sun or no, summer still ends with the equinox, and that equinox is upon them. If Elias can’t pull himself together now, he’ll be stuck in fledgling status on permanent rations, and it will hang over Elias’s head everywhere he goes.

			Elias will learn to fly, or he’ll crash into the earth. He has no other choice.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3:
The Parting Gift

			The Summer Lee comes into port perfectly on schedule and arrives with not a single order missing, for once. This includes the last of the replacement windows necessitated by the battle for the castle with Aeskerat and the wooden support beams to shore up what burned in the kitchen fire. It’s sacks of grain, flour, dried beans. Spices, cheeses, wines, sugar, salted meat. Fresh ink, paper, new books for studious children, Elias’s art supplies, and entire barrels full of wool, linens, and yarn. Dorian counts everything off the manifest as it rolls past him and off the dock.

			Tannys ambles down the gangway as though one with the misty rain, but Gilan sprints past, all excited to be coming home. He’s got freckles from the sun and summer streaks in his fluffy brown hair. The last of a sunburn peels across his nose.

			Before his feet hit solid ground, Gilan begins unburdening himself of his adventures in the South with bountiful detail, going off about dragons that, to his grand disappointment, aren’t actually dragons. “They’re just spiky lizards. They don’t even have wings!”

			“Gilan,” his mother calls, “you can regale Master Dorian over the long journey home. Let him finish his job here.” She looks frazzled, auburn hair up in a knot and smile weary.

			Gilan bounces. “Okay!” Then he runs off on his shaky sea legs.

			Tannys takes a deep breath and speed walks after her son. “We won’t be late, I promise. He’s been cooped up in a cabin for too long.”

			Tannys has put on a healthy weight, having spent the summer with Gilan’s affluent father and not running the kitchens of Tanarang and tediously scheduling every little thing. Her face looks fuller, healthier.

			“How was Ress?” Dorian smiles teasingly. Since aligning his and Markus’s mealtimes, he’s heard all about this limp fish of a mortal from her.

			Tannys’s face falls woefully rueful. “That man’s only saving grace is that he’s a decent father.”

			“Gilan’s okay, then?”

			“He missed you,” she says, moving to say more, then checking herself with a pained smile. “He just missed you,” she repeats. “Eager to be home.”

			“If he exhausts himself running around Panolin, he might sleep for a fair bit of the voyage back,” he points out. Tannys snaps and waggles a finger on her way down the ramp.

			Cera lingers on the ship to walk a new face down the ramp—a woman with wild orange curls and a heavy assortment of furs far beyond overkill for this season. Cera gnaws on her lip, pale eyes alight as she walks arm-in-arm with her. “This is Bailey,” she introduces. “The one I talked about from last summer?”

			

			Cera, too, has gotten summer sun, nose a ruddy red. A shiny new beaded headband holds back her fine, muddy blonde hair, and she nervously twists it around her finger, holding Bailey tightly.

			Dorian dips his head in greeting. “Wonderful to put a face to a name.”

			Bailey stares at them both in turn, catches herself doing so, then blushes fiercely and tucks shyly into Cera’s curls. Cera winks and pats her back as they pass. “Oh, and Dorian, my professor is lagging on deck. Don’t be afraid to tell him to stuff it if he gets too personal with his questions.”

			Dorian had completely forgotten about the interview. She’d asked for the favor of one on the man’s behalf a year ago upon returning from her last trip to the South, the fastest any communication travels across the borderlands. He is one of her archaeology instructors and, being obsessed with the eastern string of island nations, Kenoa among them, begged Cera to arrange a meeting. The man waited a year and sailed for three weeks to talk to him, so of course Dorian can oblige. “Tell Tannys there’s no rush. Onna should have plenty of leftovers if you’re hungry.”

			The professor then comes down the ramp, laden with a stack of parcels. It’s a miracle he doesn’t drop them all and himself into the ocean as he offloads them on solid ground to then brace his hands on his knees.

			Dorian winces. “Mister Archaeologist?”

			The man jumps and swivels. He’s got the lapis crest of Miníge’s university on his lapel. “Ah! Are you my contact?”

			“I’m Dorian. Cera’s one of my blood partners.”	

			The man all but cries in excitement, grasping his forearm with gusto and leaning in far too close. “Oh, this is fantastic! You look just like your frescoes!”

			Dorian leans away. “You have questions prepared, Professor…?”

			He backpedals nearly into the harbor. “Sorry, sorry, yes, I have my questions—Utrie Yamatz. I’m not tenured yet. No need for the title.” Utrie laughs again and cringes in the ensuing silence. “Anyway.”

			“There’s an inn this way, but Mister Yamatz, I do have one condition.”

			Utrie stops up short, giving a serious nod.

			“I want to hear nothing and see nothing to do with modern-day Kenoa. Any hint of the history from the time since I left will not be appreciated.”

			Gravely, Utrie dips his chin. “Yes, Cera told me. I came prepared.”

			“Then let me take this for you.” Dorian, with a deckhand, hefts his load for him despite Utrie’s protests, trying to answer all his rapid questions along the way. Yes, my full name would be Dorian de Foriche. No, you can’t use it. I’m four hundred and ten, give or take. No, I don’t have an exact age down to the day. Either twenty-four or twenty-five, it doesn’t matter.

			Utrie happily takes a breakfast plate of smoked shark for himself and sets them up in the corner. Dorian sends Gretta to let Elias know they’ll be a while, as the man unwraps all his packages of carefully padded artefacts.

			Utrie spreads his hands. “If you could shed some light on the purpose or history of these objects and translate these glyphs? I also brought a haloplayer blank to record your dialect of Kenoak, if that’s alright?”

			Yes, a far longer delay than planned.

			Seeing simple household items like an ornate comb, a repair kit for fishing poles, a scaler, bits of a dice game—all things he remembers but that sit before him discolored and worn by centuries of time—isn’t something as easily dismissible as he’d expected when agreeing to this interview.

			He does his best to detail everything, but some items are only in pieces or so aged that the mystery must remain unsolved. Anything that looks too familiar, as if recovered from beneath the devastation of the lava flows, Dorian refuses to entertain.

			From all his boxes, Utrie hasn’t pulled anything miraculously stumbled upon and owned by Dorian himself, as far as he can tell, but with every unearthed relic, Dorian’s muscles clench in anticipation.

			This, perhaps, was a mistake.

			The professor, for the most part, injects none of his own theories until they get to the translation business. He has quite the incorrect notions about native Kenoak.

			Dorian frowns. “All these writings, these using the Tivluil alphabet, aren’t Kenoak. We learned the language from the merchants, but we were an oral community first. Written Kenoak is ceremonial. The glyphs are an art form, not for notetaking.”

			The professor waggles a finger and starts delicately sorting through ancient papers of pressed sea grass. “Like these religious texts here?”

			“Religious texts?” Dorian arches a brow and studies the glyphs painted with care centuries ago.

			“Yes, we have holes in our translations, but we think—”

			“This is a love letter.” A rather heartbreaking one at that, penned by someone who loved another already betrothed, and so overwhelmingly that they couldn’t bear to take it to their grave but knew it could never be spoken aloud.

			“To the gods?” the professor asks. “The language, their word choice—”

			“Was intended for someone more important than the gods.” He tries his best to not get defensive or judgmental of some foreigner’s interpretations, but at the same time, here is a man who is supposed to be insightful about his work yet is horribly ignorant of a fundamental piece of Kenoan culture.

			“Our gods are all-seeing, all-knowing. To impress thought to paper or clay was to make it timeless, to ensure it would be here for you and me to read all these years later, and prevent the words from being forgotten. A love letter to the gods would have been a redundant waste of paper.”

			The professor quiets sheepishly. “Forgive me. It’s the… usual purpose that we find for these texts.”

			“Then make room in your studies for the unusual.” Kenoan people knew that when a god was angry, you got out of their way. One didn’t bid a god to listen to their infinitesimal prayers; one heeded the warning when a god dared speak in the rumblings of the earth beneath their feet, or perished.

			“I’m not translating this letter.” Dorian sets it aside. “It’s not for mainlander ears.”

			The professor wisely moves on to more dusty relics.

			Elias eventually wanders over, drawn, perhaps, by the massive mess in piles all around them. He sits at an adjacent table and leafs through one of the books without asking. Utrie stares unabashedly at Elias’s prosthetics until Dorian loudly clears his throat.

			Utrie asks about Dorian’s daily life in Kenoa, which receives an answer, then tries to broach the topic of the Mount Inai eruption, which does not.

			“Kenoa had never seen vampires before that day?”

			Dorian shakes his head. “Not vampires, no. Pirates? Yes. To us, they were one in the same, taking all that many of us had left at swordpoint.” They were dangerous, pillaging strangers come to abduct his kin into slavery. Their fangs or the purpose of them hadn’t registered until it was too late.

			“And you still turned?”

			Dorian stares. “That’s not what we’re here to talk about, sir.”

			

			Sheepishly, Utrie asks him to pick something he’d like to read in Kenoak, and Dorian almost refuses. He doesn’t know how the language might’ve changed over the centuries and doesn’t want to ask and be swamped by all the niggling details like why the man came all the way here to talk to a vampire instead of asking the locals. But someone in the South should hear it as it was, from someone who knows who they were, what they stood for.

			Around them, the little buffet is a racket of Panolin locals and sailors from the Summer Lee indulging themselves. Still, Utrie sets up the halocorder, waiting to drop the pin at his signal.

			Dorian nods and abandons the grass-hewn pages of glyphs to sing instead. He sings, hoping that some long descendant of his sister’s might hear it and know that they’re not alone.

			Conversation and scraping utensils quiet. Elias’s head snaps up in recognition of the melody, and Dorian must have hummed it absently with him before and tries to ignore how reaching that look of him is. The Huijana is a short song, slow notes falling off like receding waves. It’s not meant for the dark and dank walls of a frosty Northern inn.

			Utrie stops the needle once Dorian’s done and before he can ask: “I’m not translating it.”

			“But…” Utrie grimaces appeasingly. “Surely you’d want the museum patrons to know the context—”

			“I’m not translating it.” If he finds another Kenoan to do it, that’s their decision.

			The last thing Utrie requests is a portrait, not drawn but captured by a big and fussy contraption. He’d brought clothes for the occasion, in the traditional Foriche crosshatch.

			Dorian unfolds the garment—a sutón, and far fancier than the ones he wore every day in the vineyards. Sleeveless, knee-length, and split up to the hips. All decorated with shells and abalone rings at the wide belt and woven with rich ochre and brilliant sunny dyes. Its owner would have worn it only for the fanciest of occasions.

			“I can’t wear this.”

			Utrie stops, mid-contraption-setup. “Is it not Kenoan?”

			“It’s not mine. You want my image? You’ll take it as I am, not as I was.”

			Elias clears his throat and digs through his bag for his sketchbook. “Can I give him this one?”

			It’s yet another portrait he hadn’t noticed him drawing, of him whittling arrows, focus steady on the task in his lap.

			“I… was hoping for something more complementary to the exhibit.”

			Dorian shakes his head and stands. “Then go find someone else. I’m sorry, but I’m done.”

			“Do you want to keep any of this?” Utrie rushes. “You have more right to them than me.”

			“No.” Suddenly twitchy and too confined beneath the inn’s low ceiling, Dorian leaves for the front porch and sags back against the flagstones of the wall. The briny air, tinged with chum now, isn’t an improvement.

			Elias comes after him. “He says sorry.”

			Dorian doesn’t respond, staring out over the black ocean where, far, far to the south, lies a home he’ll never see again. Four centuries it took him to find peace with this, and it’s been ripped apart by a rusty shiv.

			“I can draw it for him, if you want,” Elias offers. “I don’t know how the fabric would fall on you, but I can guess.”

			“I don’t want that to exist at all. That Dorian is dead. He’s gone…” Dorian glances over and heaves a sigh, “and I’m not.”

			Elias folds his arms, head cocking. Any ambivalence about the night before has disappeared from him, and Dorian’s glad for it. “Can I ask you something?”

			“I might not answer.”

			

			Elias licks his lips, brows knit. “If you could undo it, would you?”

			Never leave Kenoa? If he’d known what would happen, when Mount Inai would erupt, when his parents would die in the catastrophe, when to take his sister and run? If he stopped it all from tumbling out of his control? It would undo the impact he has had on the generations of lives he’s touched, but…

			“Yes.”

			It matters not, and they’re not about to have the argument over more hypotheticals.

			“Get your stuff. We’re going home.”

			He and Cera get the horses ready and the caravan of six lined up in record time, the lead wagon padded for their passengers all piling in. Cera lingers to see off her professor and apologizes once again on the man’s behalf.

			Gretta ambles over, wrapped in a hole-ridden, seafoam shawl. “Leaving already?”

			“Sadly so.”

			Dorian sweeps her up and lets her hang on as long as she wants. “Stay safe, Gretta. Stay warm.”

			“Master Dorian!” Gilan sprints over from the caravan, grinning wide. “I almost forgot!” He thrusts out a little brown package. “I got you a souvenir!”

			It’s heavier than it looks. “Oh, Gilan, you didn’t have to—”

			Gilan nods emphatically. “Yeah-huh, I did. The lady at the gift shop said it was art—aut—Mama, what’s the word?”

			Tannys rushes over and holds Gilan back, ruffling his hair. “Patience, baby. Patience.”

			Gretta giggles, and bids a silent farewell.

			Dorian unwraps the paper package and inside is a little bulbous black bottle. He’d recognize that shape anywhere. Remarkable that it hasn’t changed in all this time. The velvet green label reads Authentic Blackseed Vinegar, Fermented in Foriche, Kenoa.

			“I know you can’t taste it,” Gilan says, his voice terribly far away. “But you can smell it, right? Master Dorian?”

			Dorian blinks rapidly and clutches the bottle close. “Yes, I can. Thank you for thinking of me.”

			“That’s where you’re from, right? Konya?” Gilan grins. “I saw a poster in the gift shop and it looks so pretty!”

			Tannys mouths Sorry and steers him back to the caravan while insisting that, yes, she told him so many times now.

			Dorian breaks the wax seal and wriggles the cork free. The tart aroma is everything he remembers and more.

			It’s not impossible for islands to be reclaimed by the sea. It happened to Huija before his time, and the idea that he might outlive the land he was born on remains a possibility. But for now, it’s still here. It’s still called Foriche. They’re still making vinegar, putting it in the exact same bottles, four hundred years later.

			The cat waits on Tulip’s back, meowing impatiently with clear blue eyes. Dorian scratches under her chin and chuckles. “Alright, alright, I’m here.” He mounts up and she paws at his vest, wanting to crawl in. Dorian obliges, and Cera arches a brow. Already this cat is spoiled.

			Onna and Gretta wave goodbye and he barely got to catch up with them with everything that happened. The people of Panolin aren’t immortal, and in a blink, he’ll come back to Gretta’s grey hair and Onna long since in the ground.

			Next year, he thinks, and urges Tulip onward.

			§

			

			They have journeyed halfway home without incident and with plenty of time spent sharing the highlights of their summers. Mostly, their passengers sleep, happy to be off a moving boat and among friends, and the journey remains monotonous and boring. Elias has kept his distance without an explicit invitation to join in the conversation nor the context for most of it anyway as Cera and Tannys vent about people he doesn’t know.

			Right now, they’re all awake, and Elias has finally worked up the courage to climb into their wagon and listen, waving when Tannys introduces him with a lighthearted jab about his needless shyness. He doesn’t react to that, instead awkwardly asking Bailey, Cera’s lover, how they met.

			“Oh, in lecture together,” Cera says, not explaining what lecture is. “She has a habit of getting lost in thought and needing to copy my notes.”

			“I do,” Bailey moans, then gushes about being able to cuddle Cera here, in full view of four other souls without judgment, and wraps Cera in her arms even as she speaks, sighing happily. “I’m sorry, the novelty just hasn’t worn off. This is like a dream.”

			“I don’t understand why it’s an issue in the South. Or what exactly the issue is.” He’s heard that many vampires in the North are here because the North doesn’t care, but none have explained what it is that bothers the Southerners so much.

			Cera’s nostrils flare and she hugs Bailey tighter. “They’re just hateful.”

			Elias stares. “Why does it matter who you love?”

			Tannys shakes her head. “It’s not everywhere nor everyone, Master Elias. I’ve heard Kenoa was carefree on the matter.” She gestures toward Dorian, riding Dandy beside them, and he nods. “Others… have their reasons, and there’s little changing them.”

			“Like what?”

			“For some, it’s their gods,” Bailey utters. “Others, it comes from tradition, or a need for children, or a belief that men and women complete each other in a way that two of the same can’t. Or any other number of excuses.”

			Elias purses his lips because he could argue any one of those sentiments and Takkha was never so arbitrary, but he doesn’t know Southern gods. “Are they? More complete? I mean, is it actually different in the South?”

			“I don’t feel different,” Cera says ruefully. She kisses Bailey like this time will be her last. “I’m happy to be home.”

			Elias lets the topic drop, consumed with carving a chunk of driftwood from Panolin into new fingers.

			Then Tannys asks if preparations are going smoothly for the Summer Jubilee, if the decorations are up yet and if the spackleball field is ready. 

			Elias blurts, “It’s not three nights of debauchery?”

			Cera cackles. “Who told you that?”

			Elias flushes down to his neck. “It’s what I heard.”

			As Gilan pesters his mother for the definition of debauchery, Dorian explains, “It’s a festival celebrating the first night after the winter equinox.”

			And his deadline.

			“The first day is the spackleball tournament,” Tannys says, counting off on her fingers. “Day two is smaller competitions, the braid ceremony, and the feast for the living. And day three is the concert and other performances, and then the feast for the coven. Plus”—she trills her fingers—“little events throughout.”

			“Oh.” Elias rests his arms on the wagon wall behind him. “Spackleball?”

			Dorian grins mischievously from Dandy’s back. “It gets ugly out there.”

			

			Elias sinks down lower in the wagon. “I think I’ll pass on that one.” He’ll find a reason to be elsewhere while everyone else gets ugly.

			He’d rather walk than sit slouched among them all now. The caravan is moving slow enough that a brisk but comfortable pace is sufficient to keep up. He hops out and speeds to Lily’s side, patting the horse’s neck as she lumbers along.

			“Master Dorian?” Elias twists to watch Gilan point to the seat in the saddle behind Dorian, eyes all big and hopeful. “Can I ride with you?”

			Dorian looks to Tannys for permission before leading Dandy close enough for Gilan to climb over, arranged in front so he can see. He holds the horn while Dorian keeps the reins loose around him.

			Gilan tips his head back to look up at him. “Can we run? Pretty please?”

			Dorian chuckles and guides them away from the wagon. “You sure? It’s intense. Way faster than it looks.”

			He sits up straighter. “I’m sure!”

			“Alright. But hold on tightly. If you want to stop, just shout.”

			“Okay!”

			An arm secure around Gilan, Dorian urges Dandy into a gallop, flying down the road past Elias and the rest of the caravan. Gilan squeals and Elias chuckles to himself as they circle back around and return to them, Gilan begging to go again. Dandy prances as if she’s showing off.

			Gilan squirms in the saddle, stretching to pet Dandy’s mane. Dorian keeps that arm around him. “Are you excited to see your friends? They missed you.”

			Gilan twists, then droops. “Rinn won’t be there,” he says, “or Master Neire.”

			“They won’t be,” Dorian agrees, “but Nicky will.” It’s not yet been a year since Rinn fell on the ice, or Gregori’s disastrous attempt to retake the castle ended in him killing Neire in a rage. Elias has seen Dorian forget that Neire is gone, seeking her out or telling stories as if she’s still here, only to stop and backtrack when he remembers.

			“Yeah. Oh!” Gilan swivels. “My dad took me to archery all summer and he had Mister Finn teach me fencing! So next time Aeskerat comes, I’ll be ready.”

			He beams when Dorian smiles at that. He is nudged into facing forward again, and Dorian’s hands tighten on the reins. “That sounds like a wonderful summer.”

			“It was.”

			Rot carries on the wind and sweeps through the caravan, startling all the horses. Wither blood. How Elias knows or what distinguishes it from mortal blood eludes him—he hasn’t crossed paths with one since he turned—but he’s certain. “Dorian?” Elias doesn’t see one racing toward them. Doesn’t hear it either.

			Gilan glances between them. “What’s going on?”

			“Time to go back in the wagon.” Dorian passes Gilan off to his mother and nocks an arrow in his bow, waving at Elias to join the living safe and out of his way.

			“Are you sure?” When Dorian arches a brow, Elias amends, “I mean, I can help.”

			Dorian shakes his head. “How many times do I have to remind you that I handle this run all by myself twice a year?”

			“You don’t know for certain what’s out there.”

			He sniffs the wind, blowing in weak gusts from the southwest, and frowns. “I can’t tell how far. Get in the wagon.”

			Dandy trots past several lengths, and Elias ignores Lily’s wagon for Rose’s up in front. The caravan continues onward, and he has to strain his ears over the creaks of the wagons and the horses hooves while telling himself that Dorian must be right, that he’d know best.

			Withers, in his experience, aren’t concerned with stealth. So unless this one is far away or, being upwind, has no idea they’re here, it has no reason to not be sprinting straight for them right now.

			In summer the snow isn’t one solid expanse of white, and movement against the dark ground is obscured, so Elias is squinting to their right and left when the whole wagon lurches, bouncing hard.

			Rose spooks and darts forward, and the rear right wheel splinters.

			The wagon tips and Elias scrambles out of the way as the weight of the crates tumble over each other and onto the road in a great crash, almost taking Rose down.

			Elias climbs down the other side to the mess now strewn before them: one grain bag ripped by a broken crate spilling bottles of wine, two still gushing; another bag of dried beans split, scattered over the road and down into the ditch.

			The wheel, four spokes shattered and the axle bent, bears the teetering weight of everything that didn’t tumble.

			Dorian comes rushing back. “What happened?”

			“There’s a hole,” Elias says in a daze.

			It’s deep, lined with jagged rocks and wide enough that it would have been impossible to miss when they came this way not two weeks prior.

			Movement in the corner of his eye, a dark blur. Elias barely twists before Dorian is tackling him to the snowy ditch.

			Behind them, liquid fire explodes against the broken wagon, beans and grain igniting instantly.

			“Stay down!” Dorian shouts, up on his knees with his bow to loose an arrow amid the ambush quickly swarming them.

			Rose drags the rest of the burning wagon in terror as fire licks up her harness, nearly running Dorian and another body over with the teetering mass careening behind her.

			Dorian darts off, smoothly picking off the ambush party one by one. Elias stays on his knees in the snow, caught between chasing after Rose and saving their burning food or joining the fight. Bailey and Cera rush in with blankets to do what they can.

			The decision is made for him by a clansman rushing him with an axe. Elias squeaks and chucks a broken chunk of wheel into his path.

			The clansman trips over it with a shout, tumbling to the snow.

			Elias snaps off a spoke like a stake—a heart is a heart—and raises it above his head. It should be quick, it’s hard to miss, and yet he balks.

			His attacker rolls and locks eyes with him, a mortal, a clansman who’s hungry and desperate, and who doesn’t hesitate with his own weapon.

			Elias throws his arms up to shield himself and, bowled over by the axe’s shaft and the corner of the blade ripping into his shoulder, yells, “Stop!”

			The clansman doesn’t, looming over him and huffing hard.

			“I’m a Maewag!” Elias shrills, bloodied hands up.

			Now he stops, axe still hefted.

			“I’m a Maewag,” Elias repeats. “The last one. I was our Keeper—”

			“Traitor.”

			

			Elias squeezes his eyes shut.

			The axe never swings. With a wet thunk and a strangled grunt, the clansman buckles to one of Dorian’s arrows in his chest.

			It’s quiet, suddenly, the ambush defeated by a single bow and a broken wheel. Elias counts nine bodies.

			Cera, Bailey, Tannys, and Gilan all work to salvage what they can. Tulip, who had been right behind Rose’s wagon, led the rest of the caravan off the road and into the snow to the northern side, all now scattered.

			Dorian, up on the road with a clear line of sight in every direction, waits for the next attack. When none comes, he gnashes his teeth and hefts his sword to finish off the struggling survivors.

			The clansman who attacked Elias is still alive, wheezing with every breath. He should help wrangle the horses or salvage the burnt crates, but Elias turns back to the dying clansman slowly choking on his own blood, and crawls over.

			Dark, dried wither blood stains his furs, a brilliant camouflage and a solid plan that might’ve worked if Dorian was alone like he was supposed to be. If he hadn’t seen the firepot or if they’d all hidden a little closer, he would have been overwhelmed.

			By the radial weave of the clansman’s belt, he’s Lacono. Elias never met one himself, but he knows of them and they didn’t have to die like this. One wagon has enough raw ingredients to feed all of Maewag for months. It would have been a godsend for them.

			Elias grits his teeth, studying the arrow lodged in the man’s lung, and takes his hand. “I didn’t ask to turn,” he says, as if the Lacono cares. “Maewag was—I didn’t ask for any of this.”

			The Lacono tries to speak and gasps, strangling his hand. Elias doesn’t know how to put him out of his misery; he’s never killed anyone and the few ways he thinks of seem horribly gruesome or beyond his weak mettle. 

			He doesn’t know the Lacono’s name and they share no kin—nothing except that they’re both clansmen killed by vampires. So it’s ridiculous to think that sitting here and bearing witness to this is penance for the mass murder of Maewag and then their unceremonious disappearance into the frozen river, but he can’t bring himself to leave.

			The Lacono dies. Elias closes his eyes for him.

			He’s left in the silence with blood on his hands and aching fangs, salivating at the scent. The idea of eating a clansman sends him reeling backwards and smearing the blood in the snow and on his pants, and he leaves before his body can betray him.

			Cera glares hotly at his arrival. “Thanks for the help with the horses.”

			Elias shrinks away. “Sorry.”

			She waves him off and continues cooing at Lily to calm her down.

			Bailey stares numbly at the pile of burnt supplies, nothing left beyond still-smoldering bits of crate. “Was that the wine?”

			It reeks like wine, likely why it burned so ferociously. Elias has nothing to say to that except ,“I think there’s more in Lily’s wagon.”

			Dorian returns, leading Rose by her bridle, and hastily tethers her to Tulip’s wagon, splattered with blood and seething. “I want to know how they knew when to be here. I want to know what fueled an arrogance that made them so ambitious.”

			But he left no survivors to question, and Elias is suddenly reminded that Dorian once took out his rage over his horse’s murder in a stake pit on the entirety of Clan Hogul. He hasn’t heard the details of how it all transpired, only that Dorian caused a cave-in, intentionally or not, and claimed they were all killed.

			

			Dorian does not ask Elias to identify the dead, and Elias doesn’t think he knows they’re Lacono. He didn’t know Maewag, and Lacono’s land is even farther south than theirs was.

			Dorian sets his jaw and declares, as if debating himself, “Reaching home is more important.”

			It’s bitter work reorganizing heavy crates, sacks, and barrels to distribute between the remaining wagons, and it leaves little room for their people now. All told, Rose’s wagon is scrap wood and they lost half its load, all of it food.

			Cera limps and hides it poorly in her efforts to help. She got burned on her foot and calf, and he and Dorian can both smell the singed flesh.

			“I said I’m fine—Dorian.”

			He hefts her in his arms and sets her on the back of a wagon, kneeling for the tedious task of healing it for her and in such a foul mood over their losses that Cera stops protesting immediately. He doesn’t let Elias help.

			No matter how necessary—and it is, her calf’s gone blotchy red—Elias’s stomach still churns as Dorian spits into his hands and slathers the magical healing salve that is vampire saliva over her skin. Elias pretends to stand guard instead of watching.

			By the time it is done, Dorian has calmed down and apologizes quietly to their group in a weary tone Elias rarely hears from him. “I’m sorry for the discomfort you’ll have to bear for the next week, if not longer. Those wagons are overloaded, and I have to take this road that much more carefully.”

			Bailey stutters out a Don’t worry about it and Tannys scoffs tiredly. “I can handle a sore back given the circumstances.”

			He nods but doesn’t look satisfied. “Okay then. We’ll push until Fort Aeskesh and camp at the river.”

			The as yet unnamed cat had been hiding under the driver’s bench of Tulip’s wagon, and yowls for Dorian’s attention as they depart. He scoops it up in his vest and rides off to the front.

			They didn’t learn a single Lacono’s name, and move on as if the dead were never people at all but a collective obstacle, all one with the hole in the road. Whole lives were cut down without hesitation and they’re leaving the bodies to rot, like that dead slave in the wilderness.

			§

			As they wash up in the River Tammen, Tannys and Gilan splashing in the shallows for some much-needed levity in this horrible passage, Dorian contemplates sending Cera on ahead for help.

			They have no spare wagons, but Rose can fit two. Three with Gilan. The fear of some other upstart clan’s ambush catching anyone alone and out of his reach has him quashing that idea.

			He, Cera, and Bailey scrub bloodstains from their clothes, a menial, distracting task that Bailey insisted she join in on over being left alone with her thoughts.

			An ambush—an ambush. A coordinated, desperate clansfolk attack. That hole wasn’t in the road on the leg out, and they couldn’t have been hiding for long in the subfreezing temperatures. They’d known where he’d be and they’d known when and had risked many lives on a ridiculous gamble. Even if they had overpowered him, they would have been fighting Tanarang horses the entire slog back to whatever hovel they’d crawled out of, or been trampled and eaten when those horses got hungry along the way.

			What a magnificent waste of life.

			

			Dorian scowls, too caught up in his head to notice the hole he’s tearing wider in the shoulder of Elias’s shirt.

			“Dorian.” Cera touches his arm, hands all soapy. “We’re all okay. You got us out of there alive.”

			“Yeah you were very, uh, skilled with that bow,” Bailey tries, strained. “Very precise.”

			It’s not that and it’s not the loss of the supplies when they’ve made it on plenty less. It’s the principle of it all.

			“You should go for a swim,” Cera offers. “Relax.”

			He shakes his head, images of something else happening while he’s underwater and deaf to it flickering behind his eyes. As a compromise, however, he can make a sweep of the fort and its surrounding lands.

			“I’ll take a walk in a minute.”

			They finish up the laundry and Dorian starts a fire for the clothes to dry, shielded by the walls of Fort Aeskesh to the east. He digs out one of their new pots from a crate and, with the grain they were able to salvage, cooks a bland but edible oatmeal.

			Bailey sits nearly in Cera’s lap, not as eager with her food. Dorian crouches beside her and tries to sound lighthearted when he says, “It’s not usually so chaotic. I’m sorry you had to see that.”

			She shakes her head. “You did what you had to do,” Bailey says. “Cera told me plenty of what to expect.”

			Cera waves him off, too.

			Still, it was quite the first impression to make on their new guest. Southerners have the luxury of insulation, a life cushioned from the violence of survival up here thanks to their sun and all it provides them.

			Dorian leaves them be with the suggestion to pinch some salt from their supplies if Bailey wants it. 

			Elias, all by himself propped against a wagon wheel and whittling, is last on his list. 

			Dorian sighs and rubs his neck. Better to get it over with.

			Elias looks up when he nears, clutching his latest project like he’s been caught doing something wrong. Dorian catches sight of a stubby little braid that must be new poking out from below his ear.

			“Want to take a walk around the fort?”

			Dorian lights his scout signal lantern, bright pink, and lets it dangle, leading the way. Elias hooks his thumbs in his belt and walks half a step behind him. 

			“You’re upset.”

			Elias’s shoulders hunch and he drags his feet. He doesn’t respond until they clear the sight of the others around the fort. “I just wish things were different.”

			“They attacked us—”

			“I know they did.” He presses his lips together, then scowls. “They were hungry.”

			“Elias.” Dorian tugs him up short beside the big crater carved centuries ago, a Northern ice tree sprouting in the courtyard. “I didn’t have any time to think about merely wounding them. They came to kill and were prepared to be killed.” He shrugs, head tilted. “I didn’t torture them. Didn’t draw it out. I shot to end each of them quick.”

			“I know, it’s not—” Elias digs the heels of his palms into his eyes, gloves still smelling of clansfolk blood. “All I said is that I wish things were different. That we weren’t at this point where every encounter leaves dead clansfolk. It’s so bitter between us.” He waves and turns away. “I know you were defending yourself.”

			Dorian steps around the rubble into the fort and Elias frowns. “We keep emergency supplies here. I was going to get some blankets, if you want to help?”

			Elias shrugs and follows, arms folded tightly.

			“I could tell you how it all fell apart, but I don’t think it’d help,” Dorian offers, glancing back. The fort’s rusted and fungi-ridden cannons remain on their disintegrating supports. Soot and old blood stain the walls. He’d rather they set up camp at Olimaunt, but they need the fresh water more. So long as Verscythe’s or the other coven’s scouts didn’t decide to steal these supplies for themselves, they should still be there, safely tucked away in the armory. 
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