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To the girl with the green eyes that glow amber in storms. 
Vesper
ONE
Vesper’s stomach leaped into her mouth, leaving her choking on ale as soon as the singing began.
​Vesper knew that voice, and with it, she knew she should not have come here. This nameless pub, in Greentown or Bronzeville or something like that, was where Vesper was fully prepared to die. To just let the floor gobble, her up without a fight. But that didn’t seem to be happening fast enough. She needed a backup plan.
​Pulling her hood up, and making sure her pack was close at hand, Vesper tried to gather her thoughts. It would be enough to delay her being recognized, she hoped. It would at least cover up her shaved head, her intricate tattoos, and her piercings. At least for the moment, Vesper Zidane could pass for any other shadowy mercenary, brooding away at the bar. Except she was the only one brooding currently at this particular bar. Her worn leathers, and cloak blacker than her skin had her sticking out like a sore thumb among this explosion of mirth and singing.
​At the center of it all, whipping the crowd into a frothy flurry of drunken joy was a bard, who Vesper absolutely could not under any circumstances allow to recognize her.
​She could try sneaking out. It could be simple enough, just waiting for the gathered drinkers to make enough of a dancing fuss that Vesper could just sneak out behind them all. But that required keeping tabs on the show, and she knew that if the bard caught a single glimpse of her face, Vesper would be well and truly done for.
​But Gods, some gnawing, primordial emotion deep in her stomach begged for Vesper to see and be seen. So, she did.
​Vesper’s blood ran cold the instant she turned to face the bard. Every light in the small space beamed and bounced off the shining performer in the middle of the room. The bard’s chestnut curls, haphazardly tied into two buns at the top of her head help the light of the cozy fireplace beside her. She still had skin as vibrant as early autumn leaves, and her green eyes flickered with golden sparkle. The bard’s long pointed ears were pulled down under the weight of exquisitely chaotic jewelry accumulating on them. Vesper knew that the bard had never once concerned herself with something as boring as matching metals, or even limiting herself to earrings in her ears. It added to the effect of radiance emanating from the bard. All of it left Vesper’s chest hollow and aching.
​Vesper had almost forgotten how much she missed Kassia.
​Even years later, the woman’s smile could hold the attention of any eye in the room that she wanted. Now, Kassia had the full attention of them all.
​She worked the room like a maze, twisting through tables and dancers with ease. Her voice was charmed to split in two, allowing her to harmonize with herself in between flourishes on her beaten old guitar.              
​She had always been so good at making everything look easy.
​Most audience members wouldn’t even notice how perfectly placed her little open coin purse was on her belt. It bounced happily in time to the song, ready and waiting to receive tips. There was always one of course, who did notice how open it was. Drunk enough to think themselves tricky, they might try to reach in and take back a coin or two. Neither Kassia nor Vesper responded when a man pulled back his roaming hand with freshly bloody fingertips. Like most gifts from their mutual sorceress friend Rubia, this enchantment liked to bite. Still, Vesper saw the mischievous glimmer in Kassia’s eye. She knew the potential thief had gotten his.
​Spinning with the chorus, Kassia’s guitar flew up just enough to make the performer look like the tornado of attention that she was, twisting and turning to no plan but her own. Her patched, ancient poncho twirled and swallowed every bit of free space among the crowd. She was a force of nature, there to remind everyone how small they really were against a force like her.
​Vesper watched with despair as the bard came closer, cutting off Vesper’s forgotten escape. Her mind was so sluggish in the enthralling warmth of remembered lyrics that she couldn’t have moved if she wanted to.
​The crowd hollered and stomped along to a chorus that had been designed to stick in the brain. Kassia had a small army stomping along with her. If Kassia decided to cast a spell in the lyrics, they would all eagerly tear Vesper limb from limb, and everyone in the room (Vesper included) would trust that it was called for.
​Maybe they would bounce her head around like a ball.
​With a final flourish, Kassia strummed one heavy chord and belted the last note, before landing squarely in front of Vesper.
​This was it. The moment that Vesper would have to face the consequences of her actions.
​“By a dragon’s saggy ball sack, Vesper! It is so good to see you!” Kassia leaped forward, capturing Vesper in a hug so tight it could induce claustrophobia. The mercenary never wanted it to end. Kassia’s hair still smelled of smoke and mismatched perfumes and being in those arms felt like coming home.
​It terrified Vesper so much that her stomach turned.
​She wasn’t entirely sure she knew words anymore, but Vesper had to say something.
​“Good to see you, too.” Groundbreaking.
​“Spirits,” Kassia exclaimed quietly. “It’s been years, hasn’t it!” Her eyes searched Vesper’s face for signs of time or memory. Those eyes, taking all of her in - Vesper was the center of the universe at that moment, and it made her feel so very vulnerable.
​“Yeh.” She somehow managed in response. “Ages.”
​Kassia’s smile softened, genuine in her happiness to see an old… well “friend” had stopped describing them well before they were apart. But even thinking of the word “lover” made Vesper feel like shit dried onto a boot. The bard didn’t seem to be struggling the same way though, eagerly taking the seat next to Vesper. Her elbow propped up that wild curly head, as Kassia leaned in with wonder, genuinely happy to see Vesper. Vesper closed her eyes against the prickly sting of emotions building tears. She was embarrassed enough already.
​Despite herself though, Vesper was riding high on the joy of being in this exact spot, at this moment in time. Kassia’s voice, already chirping away a comprehensive list of everything she’d been busy with for the last decade or so felt absolutely right. Years of silence washed away under the flood of words.
​“…and of course, Wickham had to find something to do with his time. Turns out, being the First Gentleman of Hell isn’t all that demanding. So, he started writing these lovely little romance novels. I’m reading his fifth one now - he’s good actually!”
​“Hold on, hold on. I think I missed something. First Gentleman of Hell?”
​Kassia blew an errant curl out of her eyes, using the moment to backtrack her racing thoughts. “Oh Vesper, it is a very long story. But really, the short of it is: Rubia stabbed this sword into a fossilized giant fist out of spite, and accidentally deposed the King of Hell.”
​“That sounds right. You know, I bet she’s good at the job.” And, Wickham had always been good at setting a mood. A fresh wave of nostalgia settled into Vesper’s chest. She had tried so hard to forget Kassia, that her mind had buried her other friends too. Gods, Vesper had been lonelier than she thought.
​“Oh spirits, she was born for it!” Kassia exclaimed, stopping Vesper just short of falling into a downward spiral. The smaller woman took a drink from what had to be at least their third round of sweet wine, preparing her throat for the next onslaught of stories. “Rubia had the place going like a non-stop sexy dance party of darkness in no time. So of course, I had to hang around for a while. I mean, how many bards get free run of a pocket-demon-dimension?! But you know, I can only stay in one place for so long before I get itchy feet.”
​“Is that what they call it?”
​“That’s what I call it.” Kassia shrugged, taking a moment to see if there might be any other words that she liked better.
​Vesper risked the question: “All by yourself?” There was something in Kassia’s eye that Vesper couldn’t place.
​“What do you mean?” Kassia asked.
​To be honest, Vesper wasn’t entirely sure what she meant. But feeling the drink, she boldly tried a clarification. “I guess I assumed you’d have an entourage, or cult, or something.”
​Kassia broke out into her filthy cackle of a laugh, making Vesper’s skin tingle in the best possible way. “Oh no.” She waved the thought away. “Perform to the same audience for too long, and they expect all the jokes. No fun in that. But you talk now, my throat is dry.” Proving her point, she settled behind her mug as she waited for Vesper to regale her.
​Recognizing the panic that had fallen over Vesper’s face, Kassia pushed again. “Details! Everything, anything! I mean, after all, how’s the…” Kassia mimed two quick stabs like she was trying to assassinate the bar. “Business? Your services were starting to catch quite a price back in the day.”
​Vesper couldn’t help the way her spine straightened a little with pride. “Pretty good. Keeps me comfortable so I can’t complain.” Vesper was the best sword for hire in South Totia and she knew it, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t also be modest. She clicked her tongue against her teeth as she tried to think of a good story. Her best story. The “catching up” story that would blow Kassia’s mismatched socks off. She needed something with intrigue, twists and turns, and acclaim!
“Well, there was this one time, a little while back, in this sovereign state out west…” Kassia nodded eagerly, and Vesper knew she had found the right story to tell. “So, the King there, was like, dealing with some crazy stuff going down, right? And of course, that meant he needed some swords to help him out. So, I saw the call for heroes or whatever and was all ‘Pfft, I can do that. That’s my thing.’ So, I showed up in town and he didn’t think I could do it! He was really rude about it too. Because, I mean, they never understand a skill set, do they? So of course, I had to show him. It doesn’t take long to find some news and follow a few trails, and boom. Take off the head, problem solved! But like, of course, he tried to get out of it. Like ‘No, no. That wasn’t me!’ But, like, it was obviously him. So eventually he paid up, and that was that.”
​Kassia nodded politely for a long moment after Vesper finished her story. Then the giggles came. “So, I see you haven’t gotten any better at storytelling.”
​“That was art. It was concise!” Vesper defended.
​“How modern of you!”
​Kassia’s knees curled up towards her stomach as they both laughed harder than they had in years - hard enough that Vesper had to catch herself against the bar. All that did was make Kassia fall off her stool with a hard thump.
​Vesper went silent as she looked over to confirm whether Kassia’s skull was still in the right number of pieces.
​Apparently, it was, as Kassia held her own arms and tried to swallow more chuckles. That was enough permission for Vesper to double over on her own self and let out belly laughs like sobs. Years and years of little laughs, stupid moments, and shining smiles all converged on Vesper at that moment. The joy that had been missing from her life came back ravenous, and all-consuming.
​Somewhere, somebody cleared their throat, trying to break the spell on the two cackling drunks in the corner. It was enough to pull Vesper back to some semblance of her senses. Like how she could see that the bartender was approaching them, looking a little ragged as he did. Vesper slapped Kassia on the knee, trying to break through the sweet wine fog.
​“We’re gonna get in trouble!” She hissed.
​Kassia just laughed louder, making it harder for Vesper to settle down. Blessedly, the bartender waited for the cackles to turn to silent stomach spasms before he spoke.
​“Good evening, Jorge!” Kassia sang out from the floor, each syllable given a fresh note. Just like her words, the sounds rolled into one another clear as a bell. That was enough for the man, presumably Jorge, to soften considerably as he leaned over the bar. This was the face of a man who had seen plenty worse in his time; amused and kind but was tired of their mess just the same.
​“Miss Kassia, I think it’s time you get on up to bed.” His voice was thick with the syrupy accent of a local. He turned to Vesper. “Ya need a room? We got a few up there just catchin’ dust tonight.” A lullaby of drawl and twang, it made Vesper sleepy with some vague homesickness. Clearly feeling the effects of the wine now, Vesper wanted to take a nap on the man’s shoulder like a toddler. It was a nice voice, but not as nice as Kassia’s.
​“No, thank you, darling! There’s no need to make up the bed.” Hinging at the hips, Kassia sat up perfectly straight, as if to make a point. Vesper wasn’t sure who it was for. “She can stay in my room.”
​The blood drained away from Vesper’s cheeks, leaving her clammy and cold. Kassia must have felt the chill when she grabbed Vesper’s arm. “Don’t worry, it’s a double.” Nodding, Vesper continued to help the little bard stand. Turning back to Jorge, charming as ever, Kassia continued. “But I would appreciate a nice round or two for the road.”
​“You mean ‘upstairs’?” he asked, his eyebrows high with paternal concern.
​Kassia leaned forward on the counter, really giving her biggest doe eyes. “You know me like a hawk.” That was enough for Jorge to push a bottle of something over the bar to her.
​“Don’t go gettin’ too wild up there.” He called after them, Kassia dragging Vesper to the stairs. Somewhere in that conversation Vesper’s leg bones had turned into jellyfish, she discovered. “I don’t want to be dealin’ with complaints at the ass-crack of dawn.”
​“My bedroom generates no complaints, thank you very much,” Kassia called back innocently. Vesper heard the man chuckling below as Kassia propped her next to a door. Vesper couldn’t help but wonder how someone could make innuendo sound wholesome, but Kassia certainly had the ability.
​Kassia shifted a little under Vesper’s stare, finally bringing Vesper around to her own gawking. When had she become such a schoolboy? “You alright sharing a room?” Kassia asked, misreading whatever expression had appeared on Vesper’s face. She wasn’t entirely in control of her facial muscles at this point, after all. “I’ve just got plenty more gossip I need to fill you in on.”
​Vesper couldn’t help but enjoy the sensation of watching Kassia squirm under her gaze, even if it wasn’t for the reasons it used to be. But that didn’t mean that she had to torture her friend. Even if an awkward Kassia was an adorable Kassia.
​“More than alright. I love listening to your stories.” Vesper said, trying to put Kassia back at ease. But she must have misjudged her response. Kassia’s mask of joy fell a little as she opened the door. The smaller woman made a show of giving Vesper plenty of space to enter first.
​The room itself would have been moderate by most standards, but to Vesper, it felt almost akin to staying in a palace. Two beds with fluffy-looking pillows sat next to each other in the space, only one of them mussed. There was even a tasteful partition, separating the private basin from the rest of the space.
​It was such a fine room, which try as she might, even Kassia’s taste in chaos couldn’t obscure the heavy, carved wooden furniture of the room. Fabrics and papers were scattered over every surface, spread out like a bomb had gone off in Kassia’s pack. But even so, the room was still somehow bigger than the comfortable mess.
​“What sort of deal do you have going on here?” Vesper asked. She knew that Kassia had always been able to sing and dance for her supper, but this was something else entirely.
​Kassia shrugged. “I dunno. One day I decided to treat myself for a night or two. I even paid for it, if you can believe it. But you know me, I can’t resist a packed house, so I played a song here and there for the giggles, and ended up building an audience. Ever since, when I wander through town, Jorge offers me a room in exchange for a show. Usually, some good Samaritan or three pays for any tab I rack up, and we all get to enjoy a relaxing evening.” For emphasis, she belly-flopped onto the rumpled bed, digging through her pack at the foot of it.
​“That’s a pretty nice setup. Not sure I’d ever leave again with that deal.” Vesper offered for the sake of conversation.
​Kassia, pulling piles of fabric closer to her drunken perch, let loose the rude, throaty chuckle of someone who knew very well that Vesper was full of shit. “Oh yes, you would. You’d be bored out of your mind within a week. Besides, if I stayed, I’d get soft.”
​Vesper tried to get comfortable, sitting on the edge of what she assumed was her own bed, while Kassia hung upside down and searched. It was easier than keeping her mind off just how soft she knew Kassia could be.
​“Can I help you find something?” Vesper offered, trying to be marginally better company than a bump on a log.
​“A cup for you.” Mumbled the smaller woman. Vesper made the you-are-full-of-shit noise this time. This tense energy, this politeness, could not stand any longer. In one heavy step, Vesper flopped over on the rumpled bed next to Kassia. Full of a confidence that she did not currently have, Vesper pried the open bottle out of Kassia’s dainty and callused fingers. Without bothering to taste whatever it was she was chugging, Vesper swallowed as much of the liquor as her burning throat would allow. When she belched after, she was only polite enough to obscure her mouth with her hand.
​“Cups are for softies.” Vesper said, passing the bottle back. Whatever nerves had been holding Kassia’s jaw so tight melted as she smiled. It gave Vesper hope. Not the dangerous hope that they’d roll over and mess up the sheets some more. But the much more sensible hope was that they could enjoy an evening as friends again.
​Kassia took the bottle happily, raising it up in a toast. “To staying hard.”
​With a muted bang, Vesper felt the air move through her, trying to pull itself back together after being displaced. The entire world shifted, sending both clattering in a crash to the floor. The air was thick with the smell of scorching cloth and flesh. Vesper didn’t have to look to know what was happening: they were about to be murdered by something horrible.
​Instinct overtook Vesper’s limbs. Her brain could be drunk and terrified all it wanted - Vesper had muscle memory for this. The beds were tall enough that she could roll under them. Her hand clutched at Kassia’s wrist, while Vesper’s legs scuttled them both under one of the beds. With her free hand, Vesper fumbled along the calf of her boot, clutching at the hilt of a knife tucked there.
​Hopefully, whatever it was hadn’t had the chance to see them yet. That would give the women an advantage to start with. But whatever it was would be looking. After all, why else was it summoned here?
​Actually, yeah. The thought settled somewhere at the front of Vesper’s mind. Why was anything summoned here, to begin with? The question brought much-needed sobriety to Vesper’s thoughts. What even was this thing?
​Moist meat collided with the side of Vesper’s head, eliciting frosty blood in her veins and dry heaves from her stomach. Something big, wider and longer than her leg, had slapped her. It left the lingering scent of singed fur in its wake as it peeled back and away. The wave of odor receded back with it, before crashing ahead of the limb's next strike. With the complete lack of space that Vesper had at hand, she raised her blade defensively in front of her. When the limb came searching for her again, it screeched and recoiled from the gash the knife had left. That gave Vesper enough room to roll behind it.
​Scrambling on her hands and knees, Vesper chased the thing that her eyes hadn’t fully registered yet. Seeing double as she was, the thing on the floor was a mess of mismatched tentacles knotted and melted together like some sort of otherworld rat-king. Vesper tried to name it but knew it was useless. It was like the smack had knocked loose some critical piece of machinery in her brain. And now her thoughts refused to turn. Guided by nothing but frustration, Vesper’s own limbs lunged forward ahead. Pressed low against the floor, Vesper slashed and stabbed at anything that came near her. But the heavy falling blows were getting closer every time to cracking open Vesper’s face. She was going to be smashed to death in a borrowed room, and she wouldn’t even know what the thing that killed her was.
​A whistle cracked through the air. Its two clipped notes pulled Vesper back out of her thoughts and into the moment. It was Kassia, stealing Vesper’s attention before sliding something her way.
​Vesper’s sword! Wine for the wine gods, things might just be looking up here. Still low, Vesper grabbed the pommel of the sword, swinging it laterally with a flick to free it from its sheath. In the same motion that sent the scabbard flying back towards Kassia, Vesper carried the momentum up and over herself. Razor-sharp as it was cursed to be, her blade sliced through each tentacle as easily as thread. Each tip and chunk of it slashed free started to crumble. The way that Flash Fire left charcoal husks of logs, these bits of otherworldly flesh were consumed by ash and rained down on Vesper. She didn’t stop. Nothing could stop her motions now even if she wanted them to.
​But why would she ever want to?
​Why would she ever think to stop the dance that she and her sword had perfected? Certainly, even if Vesper was sober, she wouldn’t have been able to think of a good reason to leave a single limb attached? This room would be buried in a field of ash when she was finished, and she would love every second of it!
​“Vesper!” Kassia whistled again, and the sound of it calmed Vesper’s blood. Enough that she could stop and cough, at least. “You got it, you got it,” Kassia assured her from across the room, holding her poncho over her mouth and nose as she stumbled over. Vesper pulled the hem of her own shirt up over her mouth - anything to get a single breath that wasn’t chunky with ash. Kassia rubbed her shoulder soothingly as Vesper heaved.
​Clearing her own throat, Kassia stood up a little straighter, having finally found the strength to open a window. Freehand on her hip, Kassia took on a determined and authoritative pose. It would have worked if not for the awkward apology twisted across her eyebrows.
​“Before you leap to conclusions: I need help with something very foolish, and this,” she gestured to the rubble and ash around them. “Might be related.”
​Her expression softened as she looked at Vesper pleadingly. “So, will you help me?”
​Vesper sat up and sighed. She couldn’t do this. She knew that in her very heart of hearts, she absolutely should not, under any circumstances, be anywhere near Kassia. Especially if this sort of shit was involved.
​“Of course, I’m in.” Vesper hated herself before she even said it. But damned if it wasn’t the truth.
​Kassia on the other hand was overjoyed. She made to run over to Vesper for a celebratory hug, but the fresh cloud of dust she kicked up had them both back in coughing fits. With a start, Kassia ran over to a pile of furniture in the corner. As she did, Vesper noticed a welt swelling over Kassia’s cheekbone. Seemed like Kassia had taken a hit or two after all.
​With an unexpected clarity of intention, Kassia plucked a leaf from the potted flower that used to sit on the little writing desk. Kassia started to mumble through the fabric pressed to her face. She waved the little leaf around her head wildly, until it created a little doll-sized cyclone there at her feet. The miniature storm pulled the fine dust and debris together in itself, before climbing out of the window to dissipate.
​The spinning though, had made Vesper’s eyes water and her stomach turn again. Between the wine, and the… whatever that was, it was a wonder Vesper hadn’t thrown up yet, and she was determined not to.
​The beds luckily, were still mostly upright. Enough to take Kassia’s weight as she flopped backward onto the previously clean one. “I’ll do the furniture in the morning. Before we hit the road. I’m beat.” All Vesper could muster was a grunt in the affirmative as she hobbled over to the other bed. She’d ask for details in the morning.
✽✽✽
​Noon came and went well before either of them was awake. Much less before they had the energy to even think about embarking on the two-day journey to Ovidad Refuge. With their late start, they were already looking at two nights in the wilderness. Kassia had made several valiant attempts at getting Vesper to stay another night at the tavern - with the space warded this time. But there wasn't a single thing Vesper could think of that would make her want to stay in that room. While not an assassin herself, per se, Vesper knew enough of the trade to know that if monsters were being summoned to a familiar place, assassination attempts were probably afoot.
​No, the only way that Vesper could even think about sleeping was if they were entirely off-grid and hidden in a bush somewhere. Sneaking up on a target in these dense, prickly trees was a feat. The sort of feat that might have Vesper bowing in an honorable defeat and laughing out "You got me!" to whatever nightmare monstrosity would be able to find them. Plus, the walk helped to clear her mind.
​Vesper had been a mess since they woke, and not even because of the hangover. Even if the hangover had been a good cover for what was really scrambling up Vesper's brains.
​The real cause was harder to explain though. At one point, Vesper might have thought that she was distracted by all the smells in the space. The chocolate and cinnamon of Kassia's decadent foods, or the soft plant smell that permeated the wood after Kassia had tidied the room. Sure, druidic magic had a way of lingering and growing like some organic thing itself. But Kassia was by no stretch of the imagination a wizard, casting living breathing charms and growing plants everywhere she went. She was only raised by those sorts of people.
​Instead, everything smelled like Kassia because of the way she touched everything - took up all the gravity in a room so everyone knew she was sharing the space with them. The problem was more in Kassia herself. Her fingertips brushed every book spine and table edge like a lover. Her breath was soft and warm when she leaned in to speak. That dark, wanton laugh of hers echoed into the walls around them. It all made Vesper want to be those books and melt into the wallpaper.
​No. It was infinitely safer outside. Out here. Where Vesper could walk a good five paces behind and not have to make conversation and just get to watch the way Kassia's body moved when she walked.
​There was something wonderful in the air around them that let Vesper rest. The chill this far south was only ever cold enough during the day to feel extra cozy in a cloak. The trees were bare down to their short, crooked limbs, and Vesper could see so much further off into the valleys and the hills. The sun, sleepy and soft, touched everything. It melted the thin sheets of ice that had formed overnight and warmed the back of Vesper's bare head.
​Kassia appeared to be enjoying herself just as much. She would bounce with every step in this beautiful winter weather. Each step rang a chorus of bracelets and charms and buckles, to the point that Kassia's existence was her own percussion section. Vesper couldn't help but wonder what it sounded like inside Kassia's head. Was the entire world one never-ending song?
​Vesper, with her long strides and swift movements, knew she would always feel slightly out of tempo. Knowing herself, at some point self-consciousness would set in and she'd be terrified of people hearing her.
​Especially knowing that Kassia, and people like her, existed in the world. People with these confident, unwavering steps, marching ever onwards into a future they were excited to meet.
​The solace of their quiet little song, the gentle rhythm of marching next to someone peacefully, was beginning to fade. More and more improvised camps appeared along the tree line.
​A mile out from The Summer Bridge, it was clear that either several people had also decided to go to Ovidad on a rushed timeline, or something was very wrong. 
​Things had been blissfully calm in Totia this last year. The Druid Queen herself had come down to oversee the treaty between The Hillsfolk and Minister Brecht. There hadn’t even been a raid since spring. What reason was there for the crowds of loaded wagons, and small families in foreign clothes to be coagulating along the widest road in the country?
​For once, Kassia wasn’t talking to every stranger who happened to walk next to them. She was too caught up in her own thoughts. Vesper could see them in the way that Kassia chewed on her lower lip, catching and pulling on the chapped skin. Gears turned behind her eyes as she tried to calculate something, and whether to share it with Vesper.
​Tension mounted in her shoulders, and every step grew longer and faster. Kassia was leading them deeper into the confusion while humming all the while. It was not a pleasant sound. It was a low drone from deep in her chest of worry, and Vesper hated how it grew. She needed to redirect. She needed to break Kassia out of whatever spiral she was sending herself down so that Vesper could get some details out of her and put a plan in place. She had to do something about this.
​“What happens if we can’t pass on the bridge?” Vesper asked. Kassia’s face fell.
​“I don’t know.” She answered. Vesper understood. She also understood how many ears were around them, here at the mouth of the bridge. But it was peculiar, everything was peculiar. No one talked, not even as they pushed themselves through the shoulder-to-shoulder traffic. Faces around them were slack-jawed or frenzied and frothing.
​No one spoke. They didn’t need to. No one had answers, and everyone knew that everyone else had even more questions than they did. They all knew distinctly, Vesper and Kassia as well once they saw it, that any plans they may have had were destroyed and never coming back.
​Just like The Summer Bridge - an iron and stone behemoth of infrastructure that had stood for hundreds of years - everything had collapsed. The cliff faces, on either side of the river where the bridge used to cling, were bright and shining white. Jagged and chalky, it was clear that a bridge used to be here, before being shattered off on either end. There were no scorch marks, dents, or even rubble to inspect. The only remains proving that the bridge had been here were the tips of iron girders poking out of the raging water running forty feet below them.
TWO
​Tears prickled behind Vesper’s eyes, in that way that only a true catastrophe could. Whatever had happened to the bridge was evidence of something well beyond daily comprehension. When the dust of this settled, she would be able to count herself as one of many who found their lives shattered with this sudden disruption of stability.
​Knowing she would kick herself if she didn’t, Vesper stooped to pick up a flat stone. The perfect skipping stone. As Vesper threw it, she knew what would happen and felt a bit stupid. Even before the bit of stone escaped her fingers, she knew that it would not bounce off of any invisible bridges or reveal a charm to exploit. Life was too real and too cruel for this to be anything but calamity. The stone did not bounce, it did not jump or jolt or do anything that would suggest any piece of The Summer Bridge remained.
​Vesper didn’t even bother talking. She didn’t have it in her to register how easily Kassia took her hand. They had to go back to safety, away from prying ears, and figure out how to get Kassia into Ovidad. That aspect of their plan hadn’t changed yet, at least as far as Vesper knew. When Kassia's feet continue to stay planted on the road, Vesper felt the prickle of anxiety rising in her throat like bile.
​"Kassia, we'll find another way. Come on."
​Nothing.
​"Kassia! People are staring, we have to go."
​Nothing.
​Maybe it wasn't the right move to grab Kassia by her pack and pull, but it was the only one Vesper could think of. Kassia's feet followed but with the awkward movements of a newborn animal that didn't fully understand directions. Vesper seriously considered throwing Kassia over her shoulder, but that was guaranteed to cause a scene.
​Vesper swallowed, before throwing Kassia’s arm over her shoulder and dashing them quickly back through the crowd. This was all that Vesper needed to think about at that moment. Everything else would wait. There was a game trail, too faint to be noticed by most of the travelers, but just enough for Vesper to get them space.
​Some distance in, Kassia started to walk on her own, shoulders slumped and her spirit vanished. Vesper put some distance in her lead. It hurt too much to look at Kassia now. She had gone hollow. Some important light inside of her had been snatched away, and now her features were missing something that made them shine. Eventually, the hillside dropped, and Vesper found a bower they could hide from the road comfortably in.
​The bower itself was a dried-up creek that hadn’t seen water in decades. But what made it feel like such a find was the tree that framed it. What had once been a tall, thick bush of needles and bark, was now a stump. The tree part had been struck and snapped by lightning at some point years ago. It had wilted and dried into a lovely little den, enough to make a proper stealthy war room out of.
Something was happening inside of Vesper. Something was twisting and tying itself into knots while she tried to ignore it. She wasn’t ready for it yet. Vesper had to gather herself first, her senses and her thoughts. She struggled to focus on her breathing.
​Something Horrible was happening, and she couldn’t even comprehend the size of it. Vesper didn’t, couldn’t, know anything about it. But she did know one thing: she wanted to punch Something Horrible in the throat.
​Vesper couldn’t even begin to place how Kassia was experiencing any of this. The little bard hadn’t moved since Vesper sat her down on a flat rock under the tree. Her elbow dug into her leg, as she held her own chin and thought. Her eyes were disconnected and lost, and her head slumped like it was impossibly heavy. Wherever Kassia was in her thoughts, it was someplace deep, and Vesper wouldn’t pull her from there.
​Instead, afraid of slipping down into some riptide of impotent confusion and horror, Vesper dug into studying her map of the area. She knew the area well enough - she had better after traveling around it her entire adult life. It was because Vesper knew the alternate route wouldn’t be as simple as “Head south on the big south-facing road over the river a mile downstream. Then you’ll be in the heart of Ovidad Refuge, and everything will be settled and explainable.”
​Even if it was that simple; even if there were an unfortunate earth-quake that took down The Summer Bridge, or Kassia was a victim of mistaken identity or something, they’d still be in a pinch.
​Ovidad Refuge had earned its name after centuries upon centuries of using its unique topographical advantages to act as a neutral haven. This was a city-state literally built on its ability to survive any siege and be almost invulnerable to a blockade. The Summer Bridge, eternally down as a show of good faith in everyone else to leave them alone, was the only beacon of welcome towards the island for refugees. Now, with it gone, getting there in any way short of going all the way out to the coast and commandeering a sea vessel was going to be a challenge.
​Lucky for them, Vesper was up for a good challenge right about now. Something to dig her teeth into and gnaw on.
​No matter what, they were going to have to cross rivers and marshes. That was what made such a natural insulation from the border. Without bridges, it was nigh on impossible to cross intact.
​Wickham had told Vesper once, that only a tenth of the creatures that lived in the marsh waters had been discovered and named. Vesper could believe it. And considering the things they had found all seemed to be increasingly sharp-clawed and strong-jawed, it was not a hospitable place. The key to Vesper’s plan was in minimizing the time they would have to spend on those bridges hanging over those obstacles. She needed thin points in the river and worn paths. No game trails for this one. Vesper would be damned if she was going to literally put herself on the same path as prey out there.
​Theoretically, they could head west and take the next major trade road across the marsh and down toward the coast. But it was mostly used by smugglers and considering it would add at least a week of hiking bridges with them, Vesper wasn’t particularly thrilled with the idea.
​Instead, Vesper traced her finger east along the river, looking for its narrowest points. The roads out here where it was thin were fewer and farther between. They were tangled old messes of trade hubs and villages lost to time. There would be some serious navigation happening on these paths, but Vesper was confident she could handle it. The prospect was exciting, making her feel like an explorer again for the first time in ages.
​Then, that would drop them off at a little village on the outskirts of the town proper, Eureka. They could stay there for a night, and refresh before entering the city. Whatever they were doing, going in rested and clean was going to make it infinitely easier than crawling out of the forest with twigs in Kassia’s hair.
​Vesper rubbed her own bald head in appreciation. It could probably do with a shave when they made it into the village.
​Then, of course, there was the issue of what in this universe they would be doing once they got there. Whatever it was that Kassia intended, the topic of it was obviously sensitive and fragile to her.              
​Whenever Vesper tried to broach the subject, Kassia would talk artfully around the what, the why, and the how until Vesper suddenly didn’t remember what it was, they were supposed to be talking about. So, Vesper had left it alone.
​Whatever it was, it was important to Kassia, so it was important to Vesper.
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