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Chapter One







Barli knew the moment she opened her eyes where she was.

It smelled like refuse and coriander. The air tasted of garlic and mint. The competing and overwhelming assaults on her nose nearly made her want to barf. Instead, she breathed through her mouth. It was slightly better that way. 

Her wrists hurt, which wasn’t a surprise. She tried to move them but found she was tied down. Clamps pressed along her arms.

The Asylum. There was one on every island, with more than one on the largest two. Her arm throbbed and she pulled at the restraints, putting pressure on the cut, sealed up and bandaged. 

She was never getting out of here. 

She would never see Visea again. 

“Kitadu,” she muttered. 

Barli stopped fighting her restraints—it only hurt more—and studied the room. It was simple, barren aside from the restraints, a glass of some liquid on a bedside table, and a single chair. The liquid reminded Barli she was thirsty. She stretched her head out, forcing herself up by the strength of her abs alone. Her neck forced itself closer. And closer. And…

She fell back. Tried again. Fell back again. The glass was mocking her. She was strong enough to reach it. She had to be that strong. She pulled against the restraints harder, wriggling just a touch closer. She was almost there. She could smell it—smell it like she could smell a hundred other unpleasant odors. It smelled clean and cool, a welcome change. 

Her nose nudged the glass. Barli surged back, feeling like a rocking horse as she tried to use the momentum to stretch just that tiny little bit more. Her throat was raw. She’d been screaming. She knew she’d been screaming. Her nose brushed the rim again. Just a little farther and she could get her teeth around it…

It stuttered, stammered, and fell. The liquid bled from the glass, rolling away, and Barli leaned forward and licked the table where the smallest rills tumbled toward her. 

There was the clang of metal on metal and Barli lay back as the keyhole turned. They’d restrained and locked her in? Just how dangerous did they think she was? 

The door swung open and a young, relatively short man dressed in mustard yellow robes entered the room. His eyes were impassive, his face one that could not be picked out from a crowd. Even with a face, he was nearly faceless. His features bled into each other like a child’s watercolor. Dislike curdled in her stomach until she realized what she was doing. Stopped. Then realized who she was, and that it was okay now if she didn’t like men like him. She hated him again.

His gaze flicked over to the fallen cup. “You are resistant still,” he observed. His voice was like slack in a belay. 

Barli hated him more. “I’m thirsty.”

He picked the glass up, turning it over in his gloved hand. Aside from his face, no part of his skin was visible. His getup was complete, with no holes in his defense. She wondered if she could spit in his face. No, he was too far away—and she couldn’t gather any saliva anyway. “I expect someone like you to be belligerent,” he said, “but generally when someone is facing death they are a tad more graceful.” He sighed. “I expect it is the demon in you.”

She shut her mouth. Barli didn’t want to die. Not right now, anyway. Barli was not good at keeping quiet. No one had told her what to do in situations like this. No one she knew had ever been in this situation, though. She supposed the Priests liked that. No one could be coached. It was a fresh new terror for every victim.

He set the glass back on the table. “I see hatred in your eyes. Some of our residents are grateful, you know. You should be too. No one else will care for you anymore.”

That was why her face ached, pained with a thousand fires. Barli closed her eyes, hating the nearly faceless man still more. There was no getting out of this. There never would be. “Kitadu!”

“Don’t you want to be taken care of? If you want to die…it can be arranged. But we prefer not to kill.” The Priest shook his head. “We’re nearly overrun as it is.”

Barli thrashed against the straps before settling. It was hopeless. The man watched her impassively for several long minutes, waiting.

Finally, she unhinged her tense jaw. “I don’t want to die,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Good. I assume you want to be given freedom too. I understand that our way of life here can be confusing to those not accustom to its peculiarities. We try to let the residents handle their own matters. We have far too many things to do than tend to your needs. So. Unless you need a Priest, do not look for one unless you are called.”

She had to crane her next to keep a good view of him. “When do I get out of here?” she asked, her arms tugging at their chokepoints. 

“You are a dangerous one,” he said. “We have to be careful with you. We have a locked ward for new arrivals. You’ll begin your time there. If you manage not to kill anyone, you will be released into the rest of the Asylum, be given a job, and expected to do your work for the home we provide. It’s only fair, given what you are.”

He hadn’t answered her question. Soon, she hoped. “And if I do kill someone?”

“We try to keep our residents alive, so we’d be forced to remove the danger.”

They would kill her. Not surprising. But—“What if someone tries to kill me?”

“Consider it for the best,” he said, “but it only happens about once a year. You’re probably fine.”

Barli lay in insufferable silence for several minutes. If someone tried to kill her, she was not going down. Assuming she wasn’t locked in shackles, she was sure she could find a way out, if she had to. The only problem was surviving once she did so. “Can I have water?” she asked.

The Priest appraised her quietly. “I will send one of our residents in to help you. If he feels comfortable, he may free you. Otherwise you will wait here, longer.”

She hated the words coming out of her mouth, but she did not want to jeopardize her situation. Besides, she was incalculably thirsty. “Thank you.”

“You’ll do fine here, as long as you remember what you are.”

She shouldn’t be upset. Why would she be? It was hard to deny the fact that she belonged here. She should be glad she was alive—that she even had a second chance. But…but what if she’d held things together a little better, a little longer? Maybe she wouldn’t be here now. Now and forever. She closed her eyes, letting her head sink back against the hard pillow. The scents were less overwhelming now, but she still hated them. There were too many and the ones that could be picked out clashed. 

Barli heard the door swing shut again. This time it was left unlocked. No good to her, of course. She was still restrained. Perhaps the reason it had been locked was not for the other’s safety, but for her own. 

She tried to turn over in the bed, but it was impossible. She couldn’t get comfortable, though her back ached from the stillness. Barli did not like to stay still. Even less, she was quickly finding, did she like to be bound into stillness. 

Her discomfort grew until her anger was far less tempered. If that Priest had waited too much longer before showing up, she would have been far sourer to him. And she might be dead now too, if that was the case. If she’d been too sour with him, he might have tipped her fate the other way. 

Finally, she heard the door opening again. A young boy walked into the room. He couldn’t have been more than twelve. The telltale brands on his face marked him instantly for what he was: a Sin. Some of her anger dimmed—she wondered how long he had been here. He looked perfectly comfortable, though his gaze flicked uneasily to her wrists. 

At least he wasn’t staring at her face.

Barli’s face flushed. No one would want to again—and she knew why he wouldn’t want to. She looked toward the empty glass. “W-water?” she asked hopefully. 

He held it out to her, face flushing when she didn’t take it. “Sorry,” he said quietly. He extended the glass to her lips, carefully letting her drink from it. She sipped at the water eagerly, gulping down what he offered her. She drank the whole glass.

He offered her a little smile as he set it down. “Hello,” he said. 

“H-hello. Could you—I mean can you release me?” she said. She didn’t want to yell at a child, though it was certainly tempting. 

The boy tilted his head. “Are you going to hurt me?” he asked seriously. 

Barli swallowed. “I—”

“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You were hurting.”

“I—”

“And when you’re hurting, sometimes other people get hurt too.”

Her fist clenched. “I won’t hurt you,” she promised.

He lifted his chin. “Good. You know they say the demon doesn’t want to attack itself, but sometimes it can’t recognize itself for what it is.”

“You seem like you’ve studied an awful lot.”

He shrugged, gesturing to his leg. She realized his foot was somehow deformed. So he’d been here a long time—probably for years, if not his whole life. No wonder he seemed comfortable here. “There’s not much else to do after so much time.” He slowly went to the straps around her wrist. “Do you mean your promises?”

“They’re promises, aren’t they?”

“Yes,” he said, “but some people don’t mean them.”

“My mother said, if you’re to have any honor at all, you must mean what you promise.” Her mother had also said she would always love her, but that was clearly inaccurate. So did her mother have no honor either? The thought drew her brows together.

He undid them gently, turning her arm over to look at the thick bandage wrapped around it. She tugged away from him, sitting up as soon as she was capable. 

Barli touched her wrists, rubbing her blood flow back. “What’s your name?”

The boy gave her a strange look. “No one has a name,” he said. “Or we all have the same one.”

“How do you tell anyone apart then?” Barli asked. She wasn’t about to give her name up! Her parents had given it to her. 

He leaned close to her. “Well, I suppose we do have names, or nicknames, but we’re not allowed to have them. But we’re Sins, so who cares if we break a rule or two, right?”

“I’m Barli,” she said.

“You have a real name.”

“You don’t?”

“Maybe I did, but I don’t know it. Farren calls me Ginsun,” he said in a conspiratorial voice, “but don’t tell anyone.” 

She smiled sadly. This was her life now—full of nameless people who knew the rules need not apply to them. Part of it was thrilling. More of it was frightening. “Okay,” she agreed.

Ginsun stepped back, picking up both of the empty glasses. “Do you want me to show you around?”

Barli nearly growled. “I’m sure I can figure it out. It’s locked, anyway, isn’t it?”

He nodded. 

“Do you live in the locked ward all the time?”

Ginsun tilted his head. “They let me out,” he said. “I’m not the most dangerous sort of demon.”

And who was? And who might be dangerous to always live in the locked ward? Barli wondered how dangerous she was. 

She got to her feet, though her ankles felt weak. How long had she been unconscious? Her wrist smarted and the pain radiating from her face was irritating. It was also a constant reminder—as if this place couldn’t manage that on its own.

Barli threw the door open and hurried out into the hallway. There was no escaping this place—but it didn’t mean for a moment she wouldn’t try. Ginsun followed more slowly behind her, his uneven gait echoing in the hallway.

The hallway was short, a few assorted doors before the hallway opened up into a far larger main room. There were two small couches. It almost seemed…cozy. There was a kitchen adjoining the room, where some of the less horrific scents were coming from. A young girl stood on a stool, stirring the pot. An older woman stood behind her, watching critically. 

“A little slower, tai,” the woman cautioned. 

Barli glanced around, surprised. Were there only children and elders here? “Th-this is where they keep the dangerous ones?”

“You’re the most dangerous one here,” Ginsun informed her. He hurried over to the girl, looking into the pot she was stirring. 

Barli looked down at her wrist. Was she truly so dangerous? Were they really afraid of her? Was no one else here so wrong? “There’s no one else?”

“Except Farren. We had a few others, a while ago. But they’re gone now.”

Dead, he meant. “And how long has Farren been locked in here?” Farren—the one who had given Ginsun a name. How long had Ginsun been here? His face looked healed. It must have been quite some time.

“Farren?” Ginsun shrugged. “Longer than me,” he said. 

“I won’t be here that long, will I?” The Priest hadn’t said. 

Ginsun shrugged. “Probably not.”

The girl stopped stirring, looking up and meeting Barli’s eye. She smiled widely. “Who’s the new girl, Ginny?”

Ginsun stuck his tongue out. “None of your business, Walunata.”

“No fair!” She jumped off the stool and ran up to Barli. This place certainly didn’t seem intimidating. And with a bunch of young kids around, they were almost cute. The girl tilted her head, staring at Barli’s wrist. “Does it hurt?” she asked.

Barli held her arm to her chest. Then again, kids could be pretty obnoxious. “No.”

Walunata pursed her lips, sticking her chest out. “I don’t believe you,” she said.

These were not normal children, Barli thought. They did not act with the proper poise—perhaps that was because it was not expected of them. They did not have the manners Barli had been instilled with—not that she’d been the best at following them. Still, she would never have been so blunt. 

There was nowhere to go—there was nowhere to hide. How did she escape these little people? She stepped around Walunata and up to another door, blinking to see another hallway beyond. She tried the door, but found it locked. 

Locked in. Locked in with nowhere to go. She ran to another door and tried it. Locked again. How many locks were there in this place? 

She flung another door open. Empty. She ran down the hallway, pulling the rest of the doors open. There weren’t too many: the space was small. She felt like she couldn’t breathe. There wasn’t enough room to move. There were too few people. It was all too little. 

She crashed into several small rooms. One was clearly storage of some sort, while yet another was an empty room like hers. Still another had some possessions, and even had a small window. But it was still a dead end. She slammed all the doors she had opened shut again.

One led out into the air, and Barli hurried into the courtyard. It was a substantially sized garden and Barli finally stopped her rapid rush. She took in the fresh new air. This was where all the herbal smells were coming from—this garden, full of plants in bloom and unidentified greenery sweeping out of carefully constructed containers—overflowing and yet there were no dead branches or wilting flowers. It was well maintained.

The air still smelled. Barli thought she would choke on the air here, so full of flavor and too much of it foul. Barli walked the perimeter of the courtyard, but the walls were high and unscalable. There was no chance of escape here—she could not even get a good look at the rest of the Asylum. The walls carried on upward for a good twenty feet. They were massive, thick, and sheer. A few small peepholes, more like arrow slits for archers, were all that gave access to the outside world. 

Barli pressed her eye against one of the slits, looking at the street sweeping down from the Asylum’s summit. The Asylum met the mountain, but the fishing town met the water. The Asylum lingered between shore and hill, an untouchable middle ground no one wanted anything to do with. 

She could see a few people wandering the streets, their faces plain, their presence ordinary. They were just people. 

If she was just a person, she wouldn’t be like that—caught up in the drudgery of daily life where simply doing your job and being with your family was enough. How trite and selfish! 

But that was how normal people were. And that was how she’d known, in her heart of hearts, that she wasn’t one of them. Her parents would likely say she had gotten demon-touched, some horrific accident had landed her this way, but Barli knew there hadn’t been a moment when she had become decidedly different. It had been a gradual sureness in her character. She thought it had always been there, just less obviously so. 

The look was not enough. Even knowing it was populated only by dreariness, Barli wanted to run through the streets, ride old Masanu’s poor heifer, and jump off the docks into the water. Her hand crept to the wall and she tried to find some crack to jam her fingers into. She wanted out. The world was much too large to be contained like this. She was much too large. People did not belong in containers. 

She hoisted herself up on the window slit, but could get no further traction to boost herself higher. She scrambled at the wall until her limbs were weak—an embarrassingly short time—and fell backward into a patch of plants.

“New girl, what are you doing? Farren’s going to be mad!” 

The little girl had followed her. She had wide eyes, like two ripe tomatoes just waiting to fall from the branch. Her long hair was braided neatly down her back, though as Barli stared at her she took the strand and fit the dead ends into her mouth, chewing furiously. “He won’t like it,” she said through the hair.

Barli sat up slowly, feeling a slight twinge in her ankle as she stood up. She had crushed several of the plants. Barli growled lowly, making her way past the arrogant girl once more. 

The rest of the ward met with similar resistance—anything that led to something further was locked. The other doors swung into useless rooms…though there weren’t enough of them. Other people lived here, though they seemed to be out and about. There was one door that was also locked, but it didn’t seem to lead anywhere else. It just looked like another bedroom.

Like a storm, she found her way back to the main room with the adjoining kitchen. The older woman was stirring that same pot. It couldn’t have been too long. Barli threw herself on the couch, feeling as though her body was crawling. 

“Would you like some stew, dear? It’ll be for dinner later, but you’ve been sleeping for a while.”

Barli gave her a blank stare. She was hungry. “I want a key!”

“Now, child, that’s not the way you’ll get out of here,” the woman cautioned. 

“You have one, don’t you? You have to be able to get out.” She fought the urge to go up to the woman and shake her out, just to see if something would come falling out.

“Haven’t you noticed, tai? The doors lock from the outside. We’re all just as trapped in here as you.”

She opened her mouth for several seconds. “But…but you get out, don’t you?”

“When they let us.”

“How do you stand it?”

The older woman shrugged. “It isn’t so bad, once you get to know the people here. You’ll find you don’t much want to go anywhere else. The rest of the world’s not likely to be kind to you.” The older woman had no obvious defects beyond her face, which had been branded just as the children’s had. 

Barli reached up and touched her face for the first time since she’d awoken. The skin was irritated and painful, but she could feel the ridges and uneven rises of her damaged skin. There was no changing it now. She was marked. 

“So that’s it, then?”

“You’re a Sin, child, what did you expect?”

Barli had no answer for that.




• • •




She spent the rest of the afternoon exploring the rest of the rooms she had access to—a grand total of about six, plus the garden. Most were nothing but empty bedrooms, just like the one she’d awoken in. One of the doors she realized must have led to a similar bedroom was inexplicably locked. 

Ginsun and Walunata had been called back into the kitchen with the older woman, who they called Parsley. They helped her—or at least they tried to. Running around the kitchen, sometimes spilling the ingredients she asked for, they were more a hindrance than help.

Barli rubbed her wrist and resisted the urge to kick at the locked doors. “How long?” she asked. “How long until they let me out?”

“You cannot seem eager for it, tai, or they will know they cannot keep you. They cannot have you running away.”

Where would she run? But she would try. She knew she would try. It was better than being trapped here. Besides, she needed to see Visea again. “Will you tell them?”

Parsley’s wrinkles pulled at the corner of her eyes. “I will.”

“Why?”

The old woman dipped her head, smelling the stew she had steaming. “I know you will understand in time.”

“I won’t! It’s not right.”

Parsley sighed. “Many feel that way, when they first arrive. But they learn—as will you. You’ll stay on your own accord and you won’t ask such questions.”

“Ginsun, where’s Farren? Has he seen the garden yet?” Walunata asked.

There was a knock on one of the locked doors that looked out into the hallway. Parsley wiped her hands. “Go on, you two. On the couch. Child,” and now she was addressing Barli, “you must go back to your room now. I’ll come for you, when they’ve gone.”

“You’re going to lock me in? You do have a key.”

“Please, child, or no one will eat.”

Barli’s mouth opened slightly. “No one?”

Ginsun stuck his chin out. “They won’t open the door till you’re separated. They don’t want you getting out just yet. Everyone comes here to eat. Except Farren.”

“I don’t want to.” How could they make her go back, become trapped in an even smaller space? How could she escape?

“But Li-li! I’m hungry,” Walunata groaned. “I don’t wanna wait!”

The children continued whining and Barli could see the hallway filling with people. How many were there? She wanted to know—but Parlsey was firm. That door was not opening until Barli was locked away. 

Barli slunk back down the hall, slamming the door behind her. She sat on the bed, listening as the door swiveled locked. She sat on her hands, rocking back and forth slightly.

She stood and went back to her door, leaning against the locked handle. She listened to the sounds in the hallway, but she couldn’t quite hear anything coherent. Barli slammed her hand against the wall.

Barli wished there was a window, or something she could use to get more of a view. She needed more than this limited view: four walls all around. Dull. 

Her fingers groped for her wrist, still throbbing slightly as she slowly undid the bandages. The bandages clung to the cut, the healing scab melded to the fabric. She hissed as she pulled it free.

Fresh blood seeped up from the edges of the wound, but she noted that they had done some stitch-work to keep it mostly closed up. For a moment she contemplated biting the stitches free – but then she certainly wouldn’t have seen Visea again. If she wanted that chance, she had to watch herself. She had to behave. And she couldn’t be ripping herself apart. Barli had told the Priest the truth, at least for the time being: she wanted to live.

She rewrapped the wound, sighing. Someone who would do a thing like that was clearly crazy. She deserved to be here, didn’t she? She was nothing special; she was only a Sin, like the rest. 

The door finally clicked open again. “There’s food, if you want some, tai.”

Barli didn’t move, but let the old woman walk away. Once she no longer had to be kept, it didn’t seem as bad to stay. In fact, the quiet had its high points. There were no children to bother her here. 

She finally got up, walking into the kitchen slowly, her shoulders hunched and every footstep sinking into the cold stone floor. The two children and the older woman had disappeared as well. There were few enough places for them to go—was she all alone now? 

Barli stepped up to the pot, hunting around the kitchen until she found a bowl. There was some other food out too, and she stuck her fingers into an orange mashed substance, licking them to find a surprisingly sweet morsel on her fingers. She found a plate and piled it with the orange mush, forgoing the hardy-looking stew. Parsley could cook, but not all of it looked appetizing.

She sat down on the couch, glancing around dully. There was nothing to do here, and nothing to see. She found a small bookshelf hiding in the corner, though it was almost entirely fully of texts about demons, all written by the Priesthood. She rolled her eyes. The literature was all dull religious tomes. 

Barli ate with her fingers, licking them clean. Finally she set the plate down, noting the large stack of dishes to the side of the large washtub. Were they left for the next day? Surely one of the Sins did the dishes. A janitor—a maid—someone must come through here. But everything was quiet. Eerie.

Had they left her all alone here?

Barli got to her feet, walking down the two small hallways. There was no one in sight. She sighed, pulling the doors open again just to check them. They were empty, one after the other—until she found that one of the locked doors gave way. She thrust it open, nearly slamming her shoulder into it.

A dark-eyed boy glared up at her. His face was made up of soft lines, but the look he was giving her was anything but kind. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “This isn’t your room.” He had long black hair that reached down to his shoulders, rough and uneven. His eyes were more black than brown. 

“I…” Barli was so startled she shut the door again. The boy would have been around her age, fourteen or fifteen. Farren—it must have been. Somehow she’d thought Farren would be older, the way Ginsun talked about him. 

And why was his door open now? It must have been locked before. How dangerous was he? Barli examined the door. It, too, locked from the outside. So they’d kept him in the whole day? Trapped in that tiny room? And now he was staying in there? What sort of crazy person was he?

He definitely belonged here—not like her.

Barli swallowed. His hair had covered part of his face, but she could still easily see he was branded, like they all were. But that wasn’t what had struck her most about him. He seemed impossibly sad. She didn’t think she’d ever seen a look like that on a person’s face before, and it disturbed her. 

She let go of the knob and found her way back to the main room. Her hands were itching. Alone with Farren in a locked ward. Alone with a boy furiously wilted. He was like half a man, and not because of his age. There was a piece of him missing and for the first time she thought maybe the Priests really were on to something: that was the look of a demon if she’d ever met one. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising he was kept in a locked ward. 

Her fingers were still itching, the way they did sometimes where she couldn’t bear to be still. She would have run, if she could have. Instead, Barli moved to the washtub and picked up a rag, dipping it into the water.

Before she’d meant to, the dishes were washed. She couldn’t figure out where to put them, so she left them scattered out across the countertop to dry. She went around and tried the rest of the doors, the ones she hadn’t gotten to. She went about it more carefully, scared that someone else might lie behind those doors to surprise her. But they were still all empty. 

She wandered out into the courtyard garden. The night was fresh with a subtle chill permeating the area. She looked through the small window slits again. The streets were empty. There were no other people to even watch. What sort of misery was this? To be so fully alone, isolated. She hated it. 

Barli wandered back to her room. She shut the door, for the first time afraid. She didn’t like the idea that Farren could get into her room. Even less did she like the knowledge that he was the only one who possibly could on short notice. He was locked in here because he was dangerous, right? So why had they kept him locked up during the day but unlocked it for the night?

Was he too dangerous for the children?

But Ginsun and Walunata certainly spoke as if they knew him. Farren had named Ginsun. Walunata had warned her about disturbing the garden. So he wasn’t always locked away. Or had they only talked through locked doors?

Her head hurt trying to work out the puzzle. Part of her wanted to go back to his room and demand answers. But she did not want to risk disturbing him again; his response had been so fierce the first time. 

Barli groaned, flopping onto her stomach as she tried to get comfortable on the mat. Would the Priest be back tomorrow? When would they let her out? They had to eventually, right? 

She turned again, staring up at the ceiling. The roof was high, but it wasn’t high enough to match the walls of the garden. There had to be another floor above them—possibly more than one. 

Barli had never thought much about the Asylum, but now that she was here, there wasn’t much else to think about. Besides, to think about something besides the Asylum would mean dwelling on an old life that was no longer open to her. The brand on her face changed everything. 

Her fingers went to the ginger swelling. She knew it would only get better with time. She was surprised any of them would look at her right now, with the way her face was swollen and disfigured. 

Her mind would not keep quiet and the night was not a restful one, but in time she managed to fall asleep.




Chapter Two







The next three days were almost exactly the same. Within limits, it seemed, Barli had no problem limiting herself—as much as she might dislike her current boundaries, having now explored them she saw little reason to mingle in the main room with the two younger children and the older woman. It wasn’t that she disliked them, but rather that she had no interest in getting close to anyone in this place. They would have to let her out eventually. 

The only other place she spent time besides her room—and doing a load of dishes in the evenings once all the others were gone—was the small courtyard garden. She liked the feeling of air and sun on her skin. Once a day, after making sure the children and Parlsey weren’t watching, she attempted to scale the wall. It was, of course, an impossible task. With nothing to grab onto, it was virtually impossible to get any higher off the ground than whatever one could manage clinging to a windowed slot. 

Barli didn’t like asking questions—she didn’t like not knowing things, but she disliked admitting that fact more, so she didn’t say anything. The children were precocious devils. Half the time they were playing tag, running around and hassling Parsley. Walunata wasn’t there one day, and Ginsun took the opportunity to badger her, trying to get her to play games. In the end, she was so bored she decided to indulge him.

Although they played tag, Ginsun never went toward Farren’s room, and Barli never checked whether it was locked or not. The look in his eye had been enough to scare her off for the time being.

From Ginsun’s rambling, she figured out a few things. There were about fifty residents in the Asylum. They cooked the food for them here, in the locked portion of the ward. The day Walunata was gone, she was apparently assisting in some other task the commune took upon for itself. They lived mostly independently, though on rare occasions they were let out for short excursions, to see about important matters they needed to attend to. If she was lucky, someday she could get assigned to tasks that would let her out of the Asylum’s walls and give her a glimpse back into the world she had once known. It would be different—but at least she would have some freedom. At least she would not be caught so deeply in this place. 

So, it had become her goal—when Parsley and the others were around, she behaved. She was quiet. She followed Parsley’s advice and made no mention of her desire to be free of this place. For whatever reason, Parsley believed she would eventually come to not want to leave, and although Barli was certain the older woman was touched in the head, she was the closest thing to authority Barli had to go on. 

It was the fourth night she couldn’t seem to get to sleep. She sighed for a substantial amount of time, turning aimlessly. She was tired of being alone. She had never spent so much time in isolation. Was she getting any closer to being let go? Barli hadn’t seen a priest since she got here—except on occasion from through the windows. 

The windows. They were her saving grace. She could spend hours looking out them, watching people pass. They were always so busy—none of them cared to take a glance and see who might be looking through the window at them. 

Unable to sleep, she found her way to the courtyard, pushing the door open and out into the night. She stared up into the night sky, looking up at the stars. The empty streets were dull, but she found them more entertaining than her ceiling.

Barli wasn’t sure how long she spent staring out the window before she was finally too tired to stay outside in the cold air. She found her way back to bed, finally falling asleep. Sometimes she thought she heard noises outside, but for the most part she ignored them.

The next day Barli woke up late. She had no official duties, as far as she could tell, and the emptiness of all of it was unnerving. She had never been so without something to do. Her parents had always kept her relatively busy—it was that way in every family, she guessed. Though she was actually used to confined spaces, having taken several trips on sea, sailing between the islands. Those trips were never longer than a few hours, however. This was a whole new level. Besides, when she was on a ship, she could see they were moving. 

When Barli finally came out of her room, Ginsun was playing marbles in the hallway. The moment he saw her, he scrambled to his feet. “Barli! Come play with me,” he said, dragging her back toward the small balls. 

“Walunata’s gone again today?”

He nodded sadly. “I want to get out too,” he huffed. “You’re boring.”

Barli opened her mouth. “Hey! I can be fun.”

“Oh yeah?” Ginsun asked. “Prove it!”

“I don’t have to—” Barli rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing to do around here. What do you expect?” She hadn’t known they had marbles—and she had searched the place pretty carefully. Ginsun must have brought them in with him. 

“And you smell,” he said.

“What do you expect?” Barli snapped. “It’s not like there’s anywhere to get clean.”

Ginsun stuck his tongue out. “Not my fault.”

“Well, I’m pretty good at marbles. Unless you think the smell’s going to be too much for you to take, I’m pretty sure I can take you.”

“Yeah right!” Ginsun replied, scampering back to his marbles. “I’ve been playing for forever!”

Barli knew it would be the nice thing to let Ginsun win, but he wasn’t too terrible and Barli hadn’t played a real game in a long time. Besides, Barli didn’t lose. “That’s three for me,” she said when Ginsun groaned once again.

“Ginsun, I need your help!” Parlsey called from the kitchen.

“I’m going to beat you next time,” he promised as he scampered away. 

From the smell in the kitchen, it wouldn’t be long until she was locked away again. Barli wandered over to the courtyard. To her surprise, when she turned the handle, it didn’t move. 

Her eyes widened as she tried the door again. Still locked. Barli took a step back, staring through the thin window out into the small garden. Weird. Barli looked more carefully and finally saw a black head between the tender herbal garden fronds. 

Farren. It must have been Farren. So he was here now, locked in the outdoor space instead? She backed away from the door slowly. There was no going outside today, it seemed. 

“Why’s the door locked?” she asked as she wandered back to the main room. 

“Cause Farren wanted to be outside,” Ginsun said with a shrug. “He usually spends several days a week out there, when the weather’s good.”

Parsley pulled a long pan from the oven. Fresh, warm bread. It smelled good. “He picked a good day for it too. There’s a bad wind on its way.” She took on a tired look to her eye, while Ginsun laid the plates out. “Best get back to your room, Barli. You can eat later.”

Ginsun tossed her a marble. “I don’t want to have an unfair advantage,” he said. “You better keep practicing too, or I’m going to beat you!”

Barli barely caught it, running the glass through her fingers. “You won’t,” she said as she made her way back to her quarters. She sighed as she heard the lock click into place.

When Barli awoke the next morning, there was only silence. She wandered into the kitchen to find it barren. Not even Parsley seemed to be there. The loneliness unsettled her. There was absolutely no one else around.

She walked around, testing the doors again. The main door was still locked. Barli tested the garden door and found it unlocked again. Barli couldn’t find anyone there either. It was just her—just her and Farren. And she would let him stay in his no doubt locked room. 

Barli sighed, throwing herself on the couch. Didn’t they have to make food here? Or was someone going to come later on? Was there another kitchen? Then why would they have been using this one?

She had spent a night alone—a bad enough state of affairs. Was she supposed to spend the day in isolation as well? Barli pulled the books off the shelf, in search of anything that might give her a good diversion. None of the titles were interesting in the slightest. Barli threw one of the books against the wall, growling. Even if Ginsun was irritating, she was quickly finding he was better than nothing. 

Barli huffed, stacking and unstacking the books in a frenzy of disquiet. Barli’s eyes drifted back down toward the corridor where Ferran’s room was. 

She slunk down the hallway toward his room, finally sitting outside his door, her back to the wall. Barli took out Ginsun’s marble, rolling it through her fingers. At least he’d left her something to play with. She laid the marble on the ground and flicked it against Ferran’s door. 
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