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Chapter One

	Virin

	 

	 

	Being at a tavern wasn’t the problem, no matter how small and confined the space, crowded with a handful of occupants that made the already small building seem quite minuscule.

	Drinking was the problem. 

	There were far more and worse problems than having a drink, though the idiocy of it added on top of the others could be argued. If not argued, it could at least be pointed out that drinking was one thing that more often than not made existing problems worse or created new ones. A stretch of time spent in the stupor of blissful ignorance never changed reality, though one’s perception of it could also be argued, in one way or another, to make one point or another. A stretch of time so short it could be considered little or nothing more than a blink . . .

	Well, none of them truly mattered.

	I brought the tankard to my mouth, taking a swig of its contents anyhow. There was no one to argue or point anything, apart from myself. 

	I rubbed my tongue against the roof of my mouth, wishing the yeasty taste wouldn’t linger there, that enough texture and friction could make all things—or anything—disappear. 

	All things faded, though. I kept telling myself. 

	Some simply took more time than others.

	I’d never cared much for having more than the rare singular drink despite it taking me quite a lot to become even partially intoxicated, and my drink of choice was never anything that left such a horrendous taste in its wake. I would rather know it had been there by a fire on its way down than a disgusting, lingering thing. There were exceptions to some things, I supposed, and there was something I’d heard once in passing about beggars and choosers. I believed that was applicable here, unless I’d misheard or misunderstood.

	For a time, I’d made a few exceptions with that particular, singular indulgence due to temporary company kept. Whether that company could be classified as better than my current surroundings was debatable. It was the only time I had ever made that exception regardless of more previously consistent company insisting I live a little, as though being irresponsible and indulging oneself was the only way to do as much. I supposed that was or could be accurate, for some. Perhaps living a little was always at least one of those two things—irresponsible or indulgent. 

	What a shame. But it was perhaps an explanation for the feeling of living opposed to being alive, possibly life as a whole.

	I drank to that, though there was no one to join me in it and I would’ve never voiced such a thing even had there been. I made an exception now on drinking to points because there truly was no point to not.

	Living a little was very much like drinking, in my opinion. It was yet another of those things that more often than not made existing problems worse or created new ones. Being irresponsible and indulging oneself were each quite bad enough on their own. Both of them being done together was just begging the world for trouble. I’d learnt that some people felt most alive when causing or begging for trouble.

	I certainly wasn’t one of them.

	My intention was not to be really irresponsible or to really be irresponsible, only to drink enough to create a distortion in the sound of the men near, guffawing at the sight of a woman alone in their presence. Their idiocy in not realizing how clearly I could hear them was enough to make me question why I bothered, what point there was in pretending I belonged out here with them. I didn’t want to believe I was doing such a thing, so I justified it by telling myself . . .

	I was just trying to have a drink. 

	Still, their idiocy made me question what point there was to anything at all.

	I did not belong anywhere, in any sort of company. That happened when you were exiled from the only life you’d ever known. The only life you were able to have. I had to wonder if the world was sending me a reminder, as though I needed another. 

	I needed no reminders of what life was now, what it had to be and what it couldn’t. Living had already taught me so strongly, I would never need a reminder of that. I realized . . .

	There truly was no point at all in listening to my better judgment, as that was precisely what had gotten me here. 

	So I drank, past the singular, not knowing or caring how far past I would go, how far I could. 

	There was no point. 

	Every time I finished one, I stood, made my way to the barkeep, and got another. Every time I stood, I wondered how many more it would take before time slipped away into oblivion. Another blink, one I could be rid of. 

	How many more before walking became a challenge. 

	How much more I could take before I was just . . .

	Done.

	The sound of men laughing, making their remarks—more than once about how I was still on my first when they’d simply missed me moving—and slamming their tankards on the tables and bartop like heathens . . . it eventually became nothing more than an unpleasant humming in my ears. Like a bug, buzzing about. It blurred, somewhat, not so dissimilar to trying to see properly through tears in your eyes. It was so different from what my life had been before, and it did not take as much drinking as it should have for sound to dull to such a point. It had already been dulled to the extent of being more than somewhat painful. A sharp pain of emptiness, which I’d learnt was the worst pain to exist. The lack of clarity in all things was something I’d still not gotten accustomed to.

	I had no hope to. I would forever remain . . .

	Empty. For the entirety of the few blinks where I existed in the long stretch of forever.

	I heard footsteps coming closer through all the humming, and I peeked from under my hood to check whether it was the barkeep, trying not to be as ashamed as I was that I had to look to know. 

	It unfortunately was not the barkeep. 

	I would’ve prayed the random man kept moving, if I felt the prayer had a chance at being answered and if I didn’t believe praying was the largest waste of anyone’s time to ever exist.

	I understood the attempts to speak. I understood the draw and at times need to go to bed. I understood the hunt. I was accustomed to it and found it tolerable if not many other, lesser things. 

	I understood them far better than most who attempted to speak. 

	Some men, when under the influence of liquor, found a certain braveness they were incapable of under normal circumstances. It made them speak to any woman passing as though they had some sort of chance to take her to bed, not caring at all whether they would’ve done or wanted the same when sober. 

	I completely understood the attempts to speak. It was the attempts to touch without permission of some form or another that I could not tolerate. I was not accustomed to those. 

	They should’ve known better. I should not have had to teach them. That was not my responsibility. And yet . . .

	I grabbed the hand of the overeager man before it could make contact with my cloak, where he’d been aiming near my shoulder. When I looked up at him, my hood fell back. I did not mind in the slightest, considering. He needed to discover how much better he should’ve known, as if my demeanor and where I’d put myself inside the room had not made it unquestionably clear that I wasn’t wanting to interact or be bothered at all, was not prey of any sort. I should not have had to teach him, but I clearly had to.

	And it was finally quiet, apart from the whispers that they still likely believed I couldn’t hear.

	“Virin.”

	“That’s . . . That’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever—”

	“That’s not a woman, you fool. It’s a Virin. Didn’t you hear me?”

	“Where’s her partner and priest?”

	“Forget the partner and priests. Where’re her blessings?”

	“She must be exiled.”

	“I thought there was only one exiled Virin?”

	“Must be two now. You know that’s the only way they walk about alone and without their blessings. She’s exiled.”

	“I’m getting out of here.”

	“Don’t you dare move. She’ll probably . . .”

	Say it a little voice urged inside my head.

	He didn’t.

	Cut your head off before you make it to the door.

	I disregarded the rest of the whispers and stared into the face of a middle-aged man standing very near to me, unable to move away due to me having hold of his hand. He appeared as though he hadn’t been out of some form of drunkenness in a very long while due to his demeanor and a certain off-ness to his skin and eyes. I wondered if he could see it in his own reflection, whether he was capable. Those dark eyes of his were wide, staring back into mine, seeing my slit pupils. My eyes were now the only way I could be distinguished as what I was, but that was certainly enough. 

	I should’ve had to try much harder than what I did to keep mine from dilating, to ensure there was no mistaking me for a human. I’d never really had to try. If my eyes dilated for the reason theirs did, at least to the same extent for the same reason, there would’ve been nothing I could do for it. That would’ve required me to do what I had by different and far less pleasant means. 

	He’d turned himself into a target, initiated hunting, which initiated dilation. I just . . .

	Had lost more of myself than had been taken. But I was not prey.

	Even in his drunkenness, he had the sense to say, “I-I apologize.” Fear was one thing that could on occasion break through most anything, sometimes even drunkenness. It depended, on the levels.

	“You should not touch women unless they ask you to or in some other way make it plainly obvious,” I told the man, not yet releasing his hand. I could still break that hand so easily. I very much wanted to. The longer I held it, the more that desire grew. The more that desire grew, the more my eyes would dilate. Just a little squeeze. But no. “You clearly have no other means to distinguish interest or desire, though perhaps not even then. What a shame, that you’ve rendered your little human head nonfunctional.”

	“I . . .” 

	The barkeep’s voice drew my attention. 

	He stood frozen where he was stopped just past the bar to say, “I have to ask you to—”

	“No need.” I released the man and stood, telling myself it was not their fault how they were. I should’ve known better than doing what I was. 

	I had. I’d known better than giving into the weakness of it. I shouldn’t have come here at all. 

	I’d known better. 

	I said, “I was just leaving.” 

	I walked to the door, saying nothing to the barkeep about the payment I’d given for a night’s stay earlier by keeping my eyes concealed from him. I had no desire to deal with him being flustered and terrified out of his mind, nor did I in any way want to hear them speak another word of my exile. 

	They could make use of the payment anyhow. Such small villages needed all they could get. 

	I hadn’t expected to stay. I’d just been unloading the currency.

	I’d already closed the door and was making my way from the building when I heard, “She wasn’t even human, you fool.”

	Then, “Quiet! She can probably still hear you. You know they have . . .”

	Exceptional hearing.

	Virin hearing was nowhere near the best in our world, but by human standards it was quite exceptional. Mine was not so exceptional anymore, and I was no longer much more good than human. Apart from a few small things that even my lack of blessings couldn’t take away from me. No matter how horrible life ever got, not being human was something to hold onto. I would always have that if nothing else.

	I doubted a single one of them could’ve survived a day without our assistance. Unless they were taken by what we protected them from rather than killed, of course. They could survive then, for more than a day. They would just wish they hadn’t, were they able. 

	And yet . . .

	“Off your level even if she were.” 

	I suppressed the urge to shake my head, and I just kept walking.
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	Only a few minutes had passed after I’d left the tavern in the village I should’ve gotten nowhere near before there were footsteps running up behind me on the dirt path that I would walk until stepping off of. Humans were so ridiculously loud, but they couldn’t help themselves with that any more than they could anything else. 

	I stopped and turned, putting a hand on the hilt of my most-used sword hanging at my hip. I had no desire whatsoever to kill any humans I’d run into recently regardless of any desire to inflict damage, but there were other ways to accomplish things with weaponry. One of those things was a simple reminder that one should know better than whatever it was they were doing. Weaponry could be a very helpful and much-needed warning.

	Shortly after leaving the tavern, I’d shoved my cloak back into my bag where it belonged. Even if I hadn’t done as much, what my hand was on would be rather obvious.

	Every time a foot fell closer, I saw him more clearly. My eyesight—like my hearing—was not anything close to what it had once been either, but I was quite certain it was still somewhat better than that of a human.

	I wouldn’t know to be sure of how much better, but I knew it was.

	He was young—this man who was set on approaching. Around the same age as what I appeared. It was difficult to distinguish on occasion. They aged so fast and lived such short lives. Very fast blinks. 

	He was also fit, more than likely a farmer or laborer of some sort. It was hard to know, when they had so many options. 

	Humans had so many options in their lives, even in such small villages.

	“I wanted to make sure you’re all right.” He sounded a bit out of breath when he spoke, but only just. He must’ve been running what he considered to be quite fast until the sight of me stopped had slowed him.

	I’d seen him long before, so that confirmed my eyesight was still superior and gave me a roundabout idea as to how much, at least in the night.

	I kept my hand at my sword and said nothing. I didn’t often speak to humans. I preferred to not, and I was hoping that not would send him back where he’d come from. He needed to get away from me. I would’ve kept on my way if I could’ve been sure he wouldn’t attempt following and get himself killed. Why they couldn’t learn . . .

	I had no idea. But they couldn’t learn.

	He remained precisely where he was despite all the reasons he shouldn’t have. I supposed I’d lost more than I’d realized if putting a hand even near my weapons wouldn’t send humans scurrying off for fear of them being used when they weren’t at all needed. For dealing with humans, beyond a warning . . . weaponry wasn’t needed at all.

	How pathetic and disgraceful, to be as I was now.

	“How they treated you back there . . .” He shook his head. “It’s not right. I heard them say you were supposed to have stayed the night at the tavern. Do you have nowhere to go?”

	“I have nowhere in all Acaria to go,” I informed him. Not Acaria or anywhere else. I thought that seemed rather obvious.

	He held both hands in the air. “Look, I’m not going to try anything with you. I just can’t stand the thought of any woman wandering about alone at night. You shouldn’t be alone.”

	“I am alone.” And I would remain alone. There was nothing for that. Again, it seemed rather obvious. “Not wandering alone at night is impossible. Not wandering for one night changes nothing. What you can and cannot stand is quite irrelevant where I’m concerned.” I paused briefly. “You should be on your way.”

	“Come with me, and I’ll give you a place to sleep,” he said. “You can leave in the morning if you’re insistent on wandering by yourself, but I can’t bear the thought of it. You know what’s out there.”

	It was rather typical of humans to have selective hearing, but still . . .

	I shook my head at his redundancy and idiocy, unable to help myself. I didn’t know what he expected me to do if not wander by myself, as though it were a desire or wish rather than necessity. I had no other option. Perhaps he expected me to stay here in this little human village, because I was a woman. I was very much a woman despite what the imbecile at the tavern had said, but I was not a human woman. 

	How sad it was that I wouldn’t have been surprised for human idiocy to stoop so low.

	I said, “I know very well what’s out there.” Much better than he possibly could. I’d hunted what was out there for a rather long while, by human standards, if not necessarily Virin standards. “And I’ve been wandering many nights alone.” Time was a difficult thing to discuss with humans, as we had differing concepts of it. “As I said, one night will make no difference at all.”

	“Not tonight.” He glanced once over his shoulder, as though something were behind him. There was not anything noteworthy at all. A slumbering songbird a little ways off. “I have a strange feeling.”

	I stared at him for an instant, wondering why he was not afraid of me. They often were and could be much more so than the scene back at the tavern. If they were not, it wasn’t at all difficult to get them there. The sword should’ve done it, woman or not. It should’ve, and yet it hadn’t.

	I said, “If you have a strange feeling, it is induced by my presence. You all know that we’re hunting when we make our way through. The very sight of me will induce strange feelings whether I hunt or not.” It would’ve done as much regardless. Human nature often equated different to bad. Well . . .

	Nature in general. That was something all races shared, unless they were—

	He interrupted my thought with, “You’re not hunting.”

	I didn’t deem his statement worthy of a response, as I clearly could no longer do as much. Not really. At least not what I’d hunted before, which meant I wasn’t hunting and couldn’t.

	“I’ve never seen one of you without your blessings.” He just barely shook his head as he analyzed my face, like he was captivated by the thought of it. I was almost surprised he could make any sight of me out with only the moonlight. He narrowed his eyes. “What did you do?”

	“I made a mistake,” I replied.

	“A mistake worthy of exile—being cast out from your own people?”

	I was looking into his eyes, which were still staring back at mine without the slightest hint of fear toward me, when I said, “Yes.” I bit my tongue to stop myself from adding what I was tempted to.

	Obviously.

	What do you think, considering the facts?

	Look at me.

	Any of those would’ve been appropriate. It made me more than somewhat uncomfortable that I said none of them when they likely would’ve made my lack of desire to speak more apparent than it already was and potentially helped him be on his way.

	Was I truly so lonely?

	He was silent for a time, likely wondering what I’d done. I thought he would inquire about it and cause a swift end to our conversing when I told him the truth, but he asked, “How long have you been alone?”

	I glanced up at the largest of our two moons, Corsa. “Two cycles.”

	“Not long at all.”

	“It’s a very long time when you’re alone.” We were not ever supposed to be alone. Not ever. Of course I was lonely, but to indulge this at all? “I doubt I’ll make it to the third, so your concern for me is a waste of your energy.”

	“Why is that?” he asked.

	“Because I have no hope to take on a single Vampyre on my own now.” It was an undeniable truth, one I’d come to accept even before all my blessings had completely faded. I’d had to accept it. Where I’d been during the fading had given me no choice but to do as much, to accept that . . .

	I could not protect anything any longer, not even myself. In a sense . . .

	Vampyres were nowhere near the largest concern. More than one sense. They were just the most inevitable threat.

	His brow furrowed. “I heard Virin are capable of taking on many Vampyres at once.”

	“We are.” I clenched my jaw for an instant. “We’re certainly capable of that when with our partners and blessed by our priests. I am neither any longer. It’s only a matter of time before I run into one. That time is surely almost up, and that’s precisely why I’ll not accompany you to your home. You should not want me to. You shouldn’t have even followed me whether you felt obligated or not. The instinct to flee was and is the correct one to have. You should locate it inside yourself and listen.”

	He shook his head. “Why?” 

	“Because if there’s a Vampyre near enough to catch my scent, they’ll likely come for you first, even if I’m not there and if only to learn any information I gave you about myself. They’ve no idea what we smell like when without our blessings, and they will not turn away from the curiosity that comes from catching something new and unknown. They won’t be able to help themselves. They never can, with anything.” I paused for an instant, giving him the time to think on it before I continued on with, “This was foolish of you. You should leave now and pray to your human gods that your chivalry doesn’t get you killed.” 

	I thought praying a waste of time, but to each their own. It was helpful for some, even if only in unknowingly guiding themselves.

	He should not have stepped a foot outdoors in the dark. Even the high walls most cities and large towns had was not enough to keep Vampyres out. The walls and doors of houses certainly weren’t. Still, they made it so easy for them.

	He did not listen to my warning, yet again, which was testament to part of the issue with humans. One of many issues. Instead, he stood there staring at me for far too long before speaking. 

	“Is that why you so rarely interact with us? Is it that you’re trying to keep us safe?”

	That and a general lack of desire to. Most of us felt quite content where company was concerned when with our partners and priests, but we all knew how hazardous it was to not be careful of any potential trails we left, should we happen to make them. I’d never had to concern myself much with leaving trails, apart from a bit of time spent in debatable company.

	I replied to his question with, “It’s close enough.” I didn’t want to be as rude as I could’ve and likely should’ve been. Humans could sometimes get remarkably unpleasant when it was stated that everything Virin did, our entire lives were devoted to keeping them safe because they were incapable of doing as much on their own.

	I’d been told it was my delivery that caused the unpleasantness that followed, but I disagreed. They were ungrateful little bastards, to varying degrees of severity. Nothing at all changed that, only made it more apparent than it already was. Delivery was quite irrelevant with that. They were how and what they were. What I said and how I said it in no way changed what they were and weren’t.

	He narrowed his eyes the slightest bit. “So if I were to reason with you by saying it would be best for you to accompany me on the chance a Vampyre were to come . . . What would your response be?”

	I almost laughed. I did not. “I would say there’s no reason at all in your argument to deem it worthy of any sort of response.”

	He asked, “You don’t think we’d have a better chance at taking on a Vampyre together rather than both of us being alone?” 

	“Unlikely,” I informed him. “Unless one took the killing of the other as an advantage to attack, and it still would likely make no difference at all.” I gestured at his arms. “Those won’t help you in that regard unless you know how to use them and could do as much fast enough.”

	He smiled. “Who says I don’t?”

	“Hesitation,” I said. “All races hesitate, unless the instinct is trained out of them. You have the smallest fraction of a second to make your singular move and make it work. Even if not for the hesitation, you’re not fast enough.” 

	Some aspect of what I’d said had upset him in some way, as his brow furrowed. If my nose worked properly, I would have a better idea as to what or in which way.

	Though I didn’t believe his pride had been hurt due to what scents I was picking up, I for some reason felt obligated to say, “Nor am I fast enough any longer.” Unless what I’d previously said about taking opportunities came into play. In which case . . . Perhaps. If a Vampyre got distracted enough by his blood . . .

	Perhaps.

	I raised an eyebrow. “Do you even know how to kill a Vampyre?”

	“Pierce the heart,” he said. “Cut off the head. Fire is useful, isn’t it?”

	“Piercing the heart only works if you cut off the head while they’re indisposed. Fire is only useful if there’s enough of it.” I shook my head, still not understanding after all this time how they were so ignorant. “They sound as easy to kill as you when you give off a list of ways it can be done. I assure you it’s not so easy in execution, when they can flick you across a room. In all my turns, I’ve never seen a single human kill a single Vampyre.” 

	I’d heard of it, but it was a rare occurrence. Even mages had a hell of a time with it and some couldn’t manage it at all, depending on their magic. Virin were the only race who typically could kill them easily. Typically, depending on variables. Humans were not the only race plagued by ignorance. Sometimes skill and capability couldn’t—

	“And you’ll leave me to that?” he asked. “I’m assuming to be tortured for information about you, then killed? By what you said.”

	He knew he had me, by the tone of his voice and small smile on his face. My Virin rules, ethics, were all at the front of my mind and warring with the knowledge that I no longer had to follow them. I should no longer follow them, if I was only the shell of what I was supposed to be. It was no longer my right nor my responsibility. That right and responsibility had been stripped and taken from me, along with absolutely everything else.

	I was still trying to decide how to respond when he said, “You can leave first thing in the morning. Perhaps your scent will be gone before night falls again.”

	“Then you’ve forced your reasoning into a corner.” 

	His brow furrowed so I explained.

	“I don’t sleep at night. If you’re offering me a place to sleep then telling me to leave in the morning . . . I cannot do that.” It was one or the other.

	“But Vampyres can walk in the day.” He sounded quite confused.

	“Yes, they can.” I nodded. “Rarely, only at certain times, and at great discomfort to themselves.” I’d ever only seen the smallest handful of them out while the sun was in any way up, and it was only ever just before nightfall. It was so rare a thing that it in no way changed when to expect them. Unless you were looking for them in the sorts of places where they hid from the sun.

	“How long has it been since you slept last?”

	“Two days,” I replied.

	His eyes widened.

	“I could go another without stopping. It’s not as much of an issue for me as it would be for you.” At least it wasn’t much of an issue until it became one. Three days was just about my limit, and it was a rather typical limit for Virin. That was no different with or without blessings, thankfully.

	He fisted his hand and brought it up to his mouth, staring off and seeming to be contemplating. I assumed he was attempting to work out what he thought was an issue. 

	He should’ve just gone.

	I should’ve just gone, but I couldn’t risk him following more. With his chivalrous nature, I wouldn’t have been at all surprised for him to do just that. Perhaps he would keep walking behind me until he lost me then find himself far from home, stranded. That was doubtful, as he would surely turn himself around and head home. The concern was how far he would get before doing as much.

	“How about this.” He brought his eyes back to mine. “How about you come with me and go to sleep when the sun is up. Then you stay another night and set out after it, if you can go that long without sleeping.” He gave me a bit of time to think on it before adding, “It should give you more time to get where you’re going without needing to stop.”

	He’d lost me, and now he had me again. I knew it was risky and could potentially put him in more danger than he’d already caused for himself, but . . . 

	I nodded my head. 

	I needed to sleep. I didn’t know how I convinced myself that this was even the slightest bit all right, and I had no idea what to make about how unsure I was as to how much of a part loneliness had played into it.

	He would likely keep following and surely get himself killed, had I not agreed. That was a good point to make with myself. 

	He probably would have.

	“Come with me.” He held out his arm.

	I didn’t take it, but I removed my hand from my sword. 

	He soon dropped it and began walking back toward the center of the small village. 

	I walked beside him, and it took a while for him to ask, “What’s your name?”

	“Zelara.” I believed it was rude not to ask . . . “What’s yours?”

	“Tomas. It’s nice to meet you.” 

	I did not tell him that he likely wouldn’t be saying as much soon, nor did I return the sentiment despite my guilt-ridden gratitude at what he was offering. I could only hope that him meeting me wouldn’t be the absolute worst thing that had ever happened to him, so very far from nice, but . . .

	It likely would be, in some way or another. That was the way things went.

	You ruin everything, don’t you?

	I very much wanted to turn around and run off. Part of me said I should, but the damage had already been done. The trail had already been left. But . . .

	Perhaps turning around would be best regardless. I wouldn’t have to see it and be powerless to stop it, but . . .

	Perhaps I could in some way stop it. Or perhaps luck would be on his side if not mine. That was possible. Unlikely but possible. 

	Only a few seconds of silence passed before he asked, “Where are you going, anyway?”

	I looked straight forward and shook my head. Then I barely said, “I don’t know.” There was nowhere to go, only places to not. 

	Everywhere was somewhere to not. Anywhere.

	I should’ve stayed away from the humans. I knew I should have. I hadn’t known why I’d gone against my own judgment on it, had told myself there was no point to anything either way when I knew better. Keeping my gaze forward and hearing the sound of someone’s breathing apart from my own . . . I understood.

	I was lonely. I was so relieved to hear the sound of someone else’s breathing that I didn’t care about human stink filling up my nose. I was so relieved that, for the briefest instant, I almost didn’t care that nothing smelled right.

	I was glad Tomas said nothing else to me as we walked together. I had far more than enough to listen to.

	 


Chapter Two

	Explanations

	 

	 

	Nearly thirteen turns had passed since the last Virin was exiled before me. I hadn’t been alive for the last before him, as exiles were so rare an occurrence. One in a hundred turns was horrendous enough. Two was . . . unspeakable. I’d heard the one before him—indeed near a hundred turns before—had barely made it outside Watil before being killed.

	She got just a few steps past the gate. That had been told to me by more than one person who’d been present for hers. The one before me . . .

	I hadn’t needed anyone to tell me how it had gone.

	Being present for the trial leading to his exile nearly thirteen turns ago had been some odd and absolutely horrendous sort of luck, which seemed to be the only sort that existed—odd and horrendous. Being home after first being sent out was a rarity. That I was then was also almost no sort of luck at all, with getting schedules adjusted. The luck had played in only because I’d been preparing to set out again the next day regardless of adjustments. I’d waited as long as I’d been able. Certain schedules went far beyond the ones Virin arranged for themselves, and half a cycle was all we were allowed unless we or our partners were sequestered at home as punishment for something or other. 

	No matter the time that had passed since, the judgment was as clear in my mind as if it had taken place yesterday.

	I remembered the accused, Xander, kneeling in the center of a circle made up of our brethren. On one side, at his back, all the Virin present. The other half of the circle was made up of the Vasa—our priests. I could remember his dark hair and the light-blue luminescence of a blessing on the back of his neck. Already fading. Some entirely faded on what skin could be seen of his body. His face. 

	I so vividly remembered his face, so stunned and miserable. Hopeless, because all was lost to him. All had been lost even before what little remained was taken. Everything.

	You have been found guilty of murdering your partner, one of the most grievous acts a Virin could ever commit. Can you deny it here, surrounded by your people? Would you dare try?

	Silence.

	He’d not said a word. He’d not tried to defend himself nor explain his actions, likely because he’d known how futile it was. No amount of explanation made any sort of difference. 

	I hadn’t known then just how futile it was, and I’d been so horrified and confused that he’d said nothing he surely could have. The silence had done something equivalent to shaking then breaking some sort of foundation inside me.

	Explanations made no difference at all to crimes committed. I knew that without a doubt now. Nothing made any difference. 

	What the Vasa said was not silent at all.

	Your actions leave us with but one option. You are to be exiled, never to return to our homes again. If you see another of your kind and attempt to interact with them, they are to kill you. If they see you and wish to do so, they may kill you despite any lack of attempt on your part. As of this moment, you are Virin no longer. 

	I could remember his face when he was escorted from Watil. Our home. I’d followed and watched him being put out with nothing but the few possessions any Virin had. A bag, some weapons, and the clothes on his back. 

	I remembered his green eyes, opened so wide in fear or possibly just shock. Sadness, anger. Undeniable sadness and anger.

	I imagined the expression on my face had been quite similar when they’d escorted me out. I had no idea. I could only imagine. 

	Every time I thought on it, it seemed a blur. A horrendous blur. One blink. One blink that ended.

	I’d so badly wanted to follow him out when he was put out, ask for some sort of explanation. Something. I couldn’t. It hadn’t been fear of being exiled as well for it. That I surely would’ve been had only struck me later. At the time, I just—

	The sound of Tomas speaking drew me from my memories, and I turned to look at him where we were both standing inside his home. Just past the doorway.

	“What do you eat?” He quickly asked, “Do you not eat what we do?”

	I shook my head at the ridiculousness of the question, wondering if he thought Virin found special food that humans were incapable of finding and it being all we were able to consume. It wouldn’t have been the first time I’d heard that, or worse. I supposed them thinking we’d found some sort of different food was only as ridiculous as it was when humans were unlikely to survive long enough if past what little security they had in their numbers. Trying to get from one place to another was almost always a death sentence for them, unless they were remarkably lucky. Or unlucky, depending on a number of things. It was just so ridiculous when I knew damn well many humans had seen us eat before. Or enough if not many. I didn’t know everything that every human ate for every meal, but I knew we could eat the same things.

	I said, plainly, “I’m sure our diets are the same or similar enough.” I doubted they would be so ignorant about us if we interacted with them more, but I couldn’t deny the possibility that they would’ve still come up with their own ridiculous theories on any and everything regardless. They so often didn’t listen, even when told things directly.

	“Sorry.” His face flushed a bit, which was hardly noticeable with the tan on his skin from being in the sun often. “Would you like anything?”

	“No, thank you,” I said. “I don’t want to put you out more than I already am.” Even if he survived this, I was still putting him out.

	“If I make myself something, will you eat with me?”

	I raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you be getting to sleep? Do you not have some sort of occupation that requires you to be awake during the day?” They had very few occupations that required the opposite, especially in small villages. They had options, though.

	“Yes, but I don’t think I could sleep right now.” He stared off at a wall for a moment before bringing his gaze back to my face. “You didn’t answer my question.”

	“Yes,” I said. “If you make yourself something and there’s extra . . .” I nodded, sure he was only making himself something at this hour in an attempt to feed me. He wasn’t intoxicated to be attempting to recover from that. “I’ll eat.” I was hungry enough.

	“All right.” He gestured to a comfortable-looking chair in the living area of his home. “You can just sit down there and rest a bit. I’ll make us something.” He took a few steps, halted, and turned back to face me. “Why are you still frozen in the doorway?”

	I glanced around myself—up at the wooden ceilings, down at the wooden walls, down farther at the wooden floor. I for a moment stared at a bit of cloth under my feet before I brought my gaze back to him. 

	“Why do some of you have these here?” I gestured down at the cloth.

	“To be welcoming.”

	Instead of telling him that made absolutely no sense, I said, “You likely wouldn’t want to know what all gets collected in these.”

	Surprisingly, he laughed. “Maybe that’s the point, so it’s not spread about.”

	“Oh.”

	“Please sit down.” He was still smiling from the laugh. “You seem so uncomfortable. It might help. Just rest for a bit.”

	I did as he insisted, though I was uncomfortable. I also wasn’t particularly fond of resting if it entailed nothing more than. This was his home and if he insisted I sit rather than only offering, it seemed the polite thing to do. Doing as much gave me a clear view of him after he’d gathered the appropriate things and made his way to the fire to begin cooking. I watched him for a while, becoming more curious about something as time passed. It kept nagging at me, until I gave voice to it.

	“How is it you don’t have a woman?”

	He looked over his shoulder at me, his dark brown eyes appearing almost black in the lighting and with my eyesight now being what it was. I wondered what streakings and variances his eyes had with color, were I still within means to see. His light hair was quite pleasant with his tan and the features of his face. He seemed both kind and capable, and I couldn’t understand. I supposed being kind to the point where it verged on mental ineptitude could create its own issues, but I couldn’t see how that might interfere with finding a woman. 

	At least a human woman.

	“It’s difficult to find anyone in such a small village. Especially one where there are very few unmarried women near my age to be found,” he replied. “Why do you ask?”

	Well, that made sense of it, though I couldn’t understand him not having tried harder. He was old enough to have tried to the point of being successful. Even the fool in the tavern had tried to spread himself. Tomas should’ve been feeling urges. Needs.

	Must’ve been.

	“You’re quite appealing for a human.” I shrugged. “I was simply curious.”

	He snorted. “Do Virin typically find humans appealing?”

	“Hmm.” My brow furrowed as I thought on it for a moment. The wording was mostly what I needed to think on. If humans became touchy where them being incapable of taking care of themselves was concerned? This subject was worse by far. Or could easily get that way. “Not in the way you’re likely inquiring. It’s appreciation more so than legitimate attraction, I suppose you could say. Then again, I suppose there are some exceptions for some.” Mostly for Virin men with human women. Sometimes, rarely, a person found greatest attraction outside—

	“Is that due to differences?”

	I shook my head, not having a clue what he meant but glad for my mind to have been pulled. A functional nose would surely help, as it always did and could. “What differences?”

	“I mean is it different for you to do . . . certain things?”

	They were so damn ignorant. It always pained me having to say or hear the best clarification for this.

	“In a lot of ways, we’re really quite similar to humans. Or some ways would likely be better put. What you’re asking about isn’t as different as the impression you’re clearly under.” I cleared my throat before adding, “The blessings are beautiful. I would imagine it’s difficult for any of us to be as attracted as we could be to someone who didn’t have them. It’s certainly not impossible despite any claims I’ve heard to the contrary. I’ve heard a great many of them, and they may be accurate, but only for the ones claiming as much.”

	I looked down at my arms, struck again by the loss of my own blessings. The absence of those blue swirls glowing faintly beneath the surface of my skin still felt so . . . wrong. I tried to think on it as little as possible, but it was difficult enough to manage when catching sight of my own skin. Talking about blessings, I now knew, was an even worse form of torture than not seeing them. Having to say they weren’t there rather than just knowing it.

	Such was life.

	He said, “I don’t know if this will be offensive or sound insensitive, but I’m sure you were remarkable-looking with yours.”

	My gaze shot to his. “Why would you say that?”

	“Because you’re beautiful without them, which I’m sure you know. Though I suppose it would make sense for you to disagree. About how you look with the lack. I can’t imagine waking up one day and looking different than I always have. I didn’t think of it that way until I’d already said it.” He held up a hand. “I truly don’t mean any offense, and I beg you to forgive me if that was insensitive. I haven’t had enough to drink to excuse that. I’ll blame it on being a man.”

	“In what sense?”

	“That we far more often than not say the wrong things with women.” He paused. “You are beautiful, though. I stand by that.”

	That you do.

	I looked away from him, my face burning a bit for a multitude of reasons, and I felt it would be rude not to say, “Thank you.” It was rather difficult to get out, and I wouldn’t have put it out were I not grateful for what he was doing for me despite the idiocy of it. I needed to change the subject. At least get it away from where it was exactly. “Have you thought of going to a different village in an attempt to find a woman? A town, perhaps? There are some close enough for you to potentially manage it.”

	I knew that was what all humans aspired for in life. All they wanted was to live their lives, find a spouse, and have families. That was it, and then they died. Nothing else. They were lucky to get that before being killed, in my opinion. So unbelievably far beyond lucky. I at times blamed that on the needs inside them, but . . .

	They were lucky. I believed some of them knew as much.

	“I have,” he replied. “I suppose I’m getting old enough that I need to be thinking much harder about that. I just wanted to ensure I could properly take care of a woman before I found one. I feel I’m at that point now, but I just haven’t yet. I suppose I’m afraid that I’m not yet where I feel I am.”

	“That’s surprising. Waiting.” From what I heard, most had families on accident before they could ever manage such a thing, at least if one were talking about taking care past physical protection, which they could only ever potentially manage when it came to protecting their families against other humans. They were so horrendous about not knowing what to do with themselves that they couldn’t amply prepare for the future. They simply jumped right into it all. But they had little reason to not. Sometimes . . . no reason at all to not.

	He laughed quietly. “I can see why you’d say that, but not all humans are the same. It’s clear you think we are.” He paused. “Do you not have families at all?”

	“Not in the way you do.” I shook my head and decided to say nothing on how similar they typically or always were. “We mate to preserve our kind, but we don’t have any sort of familial ties, nor do we have any sort of companionship with our mates. Typically only our partners. Occasionally our priests as well, depending on how tolerable they are and any other number of the variables involved in forming attachments. But in the sense of what humans think of family—mothers, and fathers, siblings, cousins, etcetera?” I shook my head again. “We don’t have those. Just each other.” I clenched my jaw for an instant.

	“So do you have a . . .” He trailed off for a moment, staring at the food cooking, which was sending a pleasant aroma throughout the small space of his home. He glanced over his shoulder at me. “A mate?”

	“No.” I laughed a bit under my breath. “I likely should have. I’m certainly old enough to in the Vasa’s opinion, but . . .” The amusement faded very fast. “Castille and I tried very hard to ensure we were nowhere near our home when the Virin men from Bol came. Neither of us were interested.” It was one of the only things we’d ever agreed upon, though our reasons for a lack of interest or desire varied.

	He turned from the fire and brought his attention back to me, his brow furrowed. “Have you never . . .?”

	I laughed again in the same way. “Of course I have. I’ve been in this world longer than you likely believe. It would be such a shame to have missed out on that in all my turns.” We also didn’t have to worry ourselves over the accidents they had, or diseases, or any number of other concerns.

	“How old are you?”

	I smiled and asked the question that typically stopped having to answer, if not the human’s curiosity. “Do you truly want me to answer that?”

	I had absolutely no issue with my age and likely wouldn’t make it to where I might, but humans got funny about the answer to the question he’d asked no matter what response was given. They were the only race that had issue with it. I knew someone who’d for a while made a game of sleeping with human women then telling them his age after the fact. In his mind, he’d been doing them a massive favor by preventing them from pining after him for all eternity.

	Virin men. . . .

	Tomas seemed to think on what I’d asked for a moment before shaking his head. “You look like you’re in your early twenties.”

	“By the way you age, that’s accurate enough for you to think and should put your mind at ease.” Our aging process was much different from theirs. “If you’re still at all curious, I’ll clarify that it’s not accurate, only enough.”

	He nodded, seeming to come to an understanding. “So you’re a bit like us and a bit like the Elven.” 

	I couldn’t keep the stiffness out of my voice when I said, “I suppose you could say as much in that regard, though I would sincerely prefer to not. I would also very much prefer to not hear it.” There were about as many similarities and differences between us and the humans and us and the Elven. If he spoke another word on comparing me to what he just had, I would pay him for his troubles and walk right out of his house, even if him following me—or trying to—would be the result.

	He fidgeted a bit when he asked, “Have you ever met one, being out in the world?”

	I tried very hard to ignore the way my body wanted to react. It took me a moment to respond, as I was debating the likelihood that life had put this human man in my path to torture me with absolutely everything I had no desire whatsoever to speak on. I didn’t know that I should’ve been surprised at all by the prospect. I supposed that was what one got, when doing something they knew better than to be doing.

	To be certain, I asked, “An Elf?” 

	He nodded again.

	I tried as hard as I could to keep the stiffness out of my voice to say, “I’ve come across a few.”

	His eyes almost lit up, which was confirmation to the point of no possibility whatsoever for any attempts at denying just how immensely life hated me. “What are they like?” 

	“Complete arseholes, if you want me to be honest. I’d go so far as to say they’re some of the most horrendous beings I’ve ever come across in my life. You truly cannot fathom what I mean in saying as much.” I took a deep breath, attempting to calm myself, and I ignored the disappointment on his face when I asked, “Can I wash up a bit?”

	“Yeah, sure. Let me just show you where.”

	Life might’ve been set on torturing me, but some things?

	Well, some things were off limits, even for life. Deserved or not. . . .

	As we left his house and were walking, Tomas pulled me from my thoughts by asking, “Did I somehow make you angry?”

	“If you had, you wouldn’t need to ask,” I told him. “Virin becoming angry is . . .” I thought on how to put it for him. “It’s a dangerous thing. For anything near. Even humans can’t mistake or miss it when it occurs.”

	A few seconds passed before he asked, “So were you angry? At the tavern.”

	Humans . . . They never listened.

	I said, “If you’re unsure and have to ask, the answer is no.” 

	“So what were you if not that?”

	“Indifferently irritated, for one aspect. I’m sure that’s what you’re inquiring on.”

	“You can’t be indifferent and irritated,” he said. “People don’t become irritated by things they’re indifferent toward.”

	“Perhaps you cannot. That does not mean I cannot as well.” I paused for an instant. “I understand if it’s easy to forget when you’re not looking at my eyes directly and with some better light than moon, but I’ll remind you that I am not human.” 

	More than a few seconds passed before he asked, “So what about the other aspect?”

	I clenched my jaw, staring straight ahead.

	“I was just wondering,” he said. “You don’t have to say.”

	I was well aware of that, but I still said, “Ashamed of myself.” I took in a deep breath through my nose, and it was a scent from him that caused me to ask, “What?”

	“It’s just . . .” It seemed he didn’t want to but couldn’t stop himself from saying, “You had the same look on your face. Before you asked about washing up.”

	It took me a moment to inform him, “Something appearing the same does not mean it is the same. As you clearly thought I was angry, you shouldn’t trust your own assessment. Speaking of irritation? My hearing is not what it used to be. Considering we’re out in the open at night? I would very much like to be able to hear. Virin getting irritated can also be a dangerous thing, especially when indifferent is removed from the equation.”
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	Tomas insisted he carry that water for me when we reached the well despite what I’d said to him on irritations and being quiet. Pointing out that the water was for my own personal use and also that I was much stronger than the strongest human man even without my blessings did not sway his insistence. 

	I was unsure if I should feel the smallest bit flattered due to knowing his motivations were genuine—while not being the ulterior sort—and believing he would attempt doing the same for a woman of any race.

	I was rather insulted regardless of what else I could’ve been. I would’ve been, even were I still at my strongest. I did not enjoy people doing things for me that I could or should easily do myself. It made me uncomfortable, for a great many reasons.

	I did my best not to make my feelings on it apparent as we made our way back to his home and once inside before shutting myself off in his small washroom. He was not at fault for my preferences, and I in no way wanted to potentially affect the way he might treat women in the future. That would’ve been a shame, and I wanted no part in it. What he’d done in irritating me might be what another woman appreciated most in him later, should he make it there. Better to keep my irritations to myself when possible. If not possible, better to imply it was a difference between Virin and humans than women and men.

	I washed up, thoroughly. After, I stepped over to the mirror in the small space of the washroom and took a long look at myself. I’d avoided doing so since my blessings had completely faded, not wanting to see myself without the blue that should’ve been there. I hadn’t had a chance in a while. Not since the Vasa had stuck me inside a room with a mirror before my trial, alone apart from some Virin guards. One had said . . .

	Look at yourself. 

	A short glance was all I’d been able to manage at the time before turning into a sobbing heap of . . . nothing.

	Can you smell your own shame? Your humiliation? Your guilt? There’s no denying this, is there? You reek of guilt. So cry, like a little human. You clearly deserve to.

	I sniffed in hard, shaking my head to shake myself of the memory. I actually looked at myself now where I hadn’t really then. I’d had cycles to think on that short glance and come to terms as much as I could on the lack being what I would see if I ever got a longer look.
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