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Prologue
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Nara Millard’s stones had dropped into the melting snow as she floated away to nothing. It seemed a greater loss, in a way, as it had taken so long to find them. Too quickly she was gone, leaving them behind. If she had been able to take them with her to the fire tree, what might they have told her of what was to come in the next life?

Haven Ellery sobbed, his heart breaking once again at the loss of her, looking for a sign of her stones in the surrounding snow. After what felt like an age, the sun caught the green shoots poking through, and something lifted in his heart. A sign of hope, perhaps, although for these people, not himself. He glanced up and across the snow as someone moved towards him. They were too far away to see clearly, and yet there was something familiar about them.

Dressed as he had been, in a thick hooded coat that blended into the melting snow, their face shielded from the bright reflected light, they leaned into a staff. The smell of smoke overwhelmed Ellery as he climbed awkwardly to his feet and reached over his shoulder to draw his sword from the sheath across his back. The distant figure did not appear to get any closer. He wondered if this was the Keeper and the slight limp he had thought he’d seen was a sign of something else.

Ellery’s hand wouldn’t close around the handle of his sword, as though it was resisting him and the sword wasn’t needed in that moment. This world was not as he had thought it to be. Nara’s burning stone should have burnt into his skin, and yet it hadn’t. He squatted and reached for the others lying in the snow, but he was already disappearing from this life as well. He wondered at the possibility of following this close behind Nara and whether there was a chance at another life together.

If this had been the last life, he doubted they would have left it as they did. He might see her beneath the burning leaves...
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Chapter 1
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The bark was smooth and dry beneath her hands as Nara leant into the tree. There had been so many trees in her last life, and yet so few. Now she stood in a forest of them, her feet still bare, while the cold muddy ground beneath her soles tried to pull her body heat from her. She didn’t miss the heat of the fire tree as desperately as she had in her last life, but she shivered.

Her fears in the last life had been realised; she did not carry her sword or her stones. She was dressed, surprisingly, in a brilliant red silk garment that exposed her arms and shoulders and a little too much of her chest, yet it flowed far beyond her feet. She pulled at it, trying to raise the muddy length of it so she could walk more easily between the trees, trees that appeared to be dead in many ways.

There were no leaves, no hints of green, and what had initially felt like a dense forest now appeared to be decaying and rotting around her. There was no sign of any living creature here, no sign of anything but her startling red dress in the middle of the grey world pressing in on her. She longed for the soft, brilliant green grass that had spread around Haven’s cottage where he had thought he hid from the Mer. But like every other monster they had taken on over their lifetimes, the Mer had known they were coming.

Although it hadn’t been monsters in their last life—in her last life. Nara wondered how long Haven had survived beyond her and if she would find him an old man again.

“Haven!” she called into the wilds.

A bird took to flight somewhere in the distance, the sound of its wings loud and surreal in the surrounding eery silence. She expected something else, the hum of insects, the scurry of animals, but there was nothing.

Then something snapped behind her, like a boot snapping a dry branch. She couldn’t run in the overlong dress, and she couldn’t fight without a sword, but she turned slowly to face whatever it might be. There was nothing there, nothing she could see other than the trees.

In the distance someone screamed, a girl. It was both a frightened and frightening sound, as though it was the girl’s last breath. Despite her lack of a sword, Nara bunched the silk dress and ran in that direction. She tried to determine where it might have come from in the following silence, broken only by the sound of her running, the squelch of the mud, the occasional groan when something sharp caught her foot.

She saw the red silk first, a slice of material that could have come from her dress. It swung from a branch, too high up, caught and fluttering in the wind. The darker marks on it were not mud but blood. It had been torn, Nara thought, standing beneath it and staring up at the flapping material. Not just a little but a wide bolt of material, as though it had been unravelled from around whoever had been wearing it. It was torn along one side, the frayed edge rough and the threads moving in the wind.

Nara shivered. The dress dropped back into the mud as she closed her arms around her shoulders and rubbed. Even without her stones, she could sense the danger, sense that this life was going to be short. The wind blew her loose hair about and across her face. She dragged her fingers through it, trying to pull it back so that she could see what might be out there. There was nothing, and then through the trees she saw more red cloth. She lifted her skirts, the damp making them heavy and difficult to hold, and she ran towards it.

She wanted to shout out, but she didn’t think that was safe. Yet in this grey world, whomever was out here would see her easily enough, as she had seen the other. The red she had been so sure she had seen disappeared for a moment, then reappeared running back towards her. It was another woman—a young woman, Nara corrected, although she appeared a similar age to what Nara appeared to be. Maybe she was a little younger. Nara half expected her to wear Wren’s face when she stopped before her. The woman’s loose hair covered most of her face, although her gaze darted from side to side, looking for danger. Then she threw her arms around Nara and held her tight, desperately tight.

She said nothing, only burying her head on Nara’s shoulder and shivering from what was likely both cold and fear. Nara was thankful for the woman’s body heat. She clung to Nara with everything she had, and a sob escaped.

“I’ve got you,” Nara whispered.

The woman let go instantly, real fear on her young face, which Nara was grateful did not look like her sister’s. She wasn’t ready for any more reminders of the past; she needed to focus on this life.

“Shh,” the woman breathed through trembling lips, the sound almost like a whistle. She glanced around again, and her shaking hands held tight to Nara.

“I can’t see anything,” Nara whispered.

“Trees,” she said, looking up. Nara thought she could see another red silk flag in the distance over the girl’s shoulder. Although it was faded and tattered and had been out in the elements a long time.

“We can help each other,” Nara said. “What are we running from?”

The girl looked at her as though she had lost her mind, then released her hold on Nara and stepped back. She was dressed exactly the same as Nara. The dress fitted about her bodice and far too long around her legs, as though to slow her down or trip her up, her arms and shoulders exposed to the cold and damp forest.

Nara felt for the stones at her waist, but there was nothing there. She had been holding them in her hand when she had left her last life. The Fates must be playing with her and Haven. There was no reason for their existence other than entertainment.

The idea seemed too real in that moment, as though she had been sent here with others as some sort of sport, but she couldn’t see the danger, couldn’t determine where it was coming from.

The girl before her took another step back. The fear that had been shaking her body appeared to ease for just a moment before the colour drained from her face as she looked beyond Nara. Nara turned slowly, looking for danger, yet there was nothing there other than a tree. The grey bark gave the indication that it had died like all the others, a shell of what it might have been. Long slender branches reached out like fingers above it, one pointed towards them. How long had this girl been running through the forest that she was frightened of trees?

“No!” she screamed, pulling at Nara. But as Nara turned back to her, the girl was running clumsily away, panicked and stumbling over the silk wrapping around her legs. She tripped over something in the mud, falling heavily to her hands and knees, a whimper escaping.

Nara moved forward, trying to find her footing in her similarly oversized dress, when something moved behind her—the same snap of wood, yet she knew there was nothing there but the tree.

She glanced over her shoulder, and the branch that had appeared to point towards the girl now pointed at her. Something shimmered in the pattern on the bark. It shifted as though there was something beneath it, but there wasn’t; it was the tree itself. The trees were chasing them down.

How, she had no idea, for they couldn’t move. Nara took a step backwards, looking at the tree that appeared to be smiling at her in some way, only it reminded her too much of the lord who had wanted to marry her, a smile that scared her. She understood the girl’s fear.

“Haven!” she cried again, hoping he was closer than she imagined him to be, which was a lifetime away. Her voice echoed around the trees, and she had the feeling of the trees leaning closer to her. Wood creaked somewhere nearby, but she couldn’t see it moving. The branches above them clattered against each other in a breeze she couldn’t feel.

She longed for her sword. The tree appeared so dry and brittle in that moment that even if it could reach out and pluck her from the mud, she would be able to snap her way out of its hold.

The dry pointed branch scratched at her arm, swiping out at her as though it would steal her. She turned, fumbling with her skirts and running forward, reaching out with one hand to grab at the girl still kneeling in the mud.

“Get up!” Nara cried.

A sob was the only response. Nara tugged at the girl, but she barely moved. Nara pulled at her arm, too frightened to look behind her, and the girl let out a cry as she came free of the mud. Her hands were bloody. Nara looked between them and the small, sharp sticks within the mud. She could feel them pressing against the soles of her feet. There was more than just the trees out here, although she wondered if they were connected as she turned back to find the tree behind her appeared just like any other.

There was something here that was playing with them, just as in all her other lives, something that wanted her scared. She wasn’t letting them win this time, whatever they were. The Fates, perhaps. Haven and Nara had found what they had needed to in their last life, a chance for a new start for a whole frozen world. But the stone monsters had not been the reason they were there. And Nara had still burnt away to nothing, leaving Haven behind.

In a way it was a relief, she thought as she tugged the girl to her feet and then pushed her forward. They couldn’t remain in the mud, but she had no idea where they were going. Another red flag fluttered in the distance. Whether it was a good idea or not, Nara guided the girl in that direction, nudging her with a shoulder as she lifted her skirts. The girl tried to do the same, yet she struggled to hold on to the material, which grew darker with the blood from her hands.

For a heartbeat, Nara thought they might—whoever they were—track them from the blood. She was tempted to leave the girl and run on her own, but she continued forward. A sharp, brittle branch reached out and scratched at her face. Nara raised her arm, pushing it away, and found it firmer and stronger than she expected. It raked across her arm, leaving a deep cut. She cried out, her voice echoing away through the trees. Another bird in the distance took to the air, the brush of its wings loud and laboured, as though it took effort to climb into the air and remain there.

Nara felt it took the same effort, trying to remain on her feet and move forward. The girl beside her struggled and closed her hand around the wound on Nara’s arm, but it didn’t sting her. The feeling wasn’t right, although it hurt. Her whole body ached. She tripped over, the skirt now dragging through the mud and around her legs, and fell heavily forward into thick mud. The crimson silk she wore didn’t seem so bright. Something sharp pressed into her palms as though working through the mud to reach her.

Nara cried out as whatever was within the mud became sharper and pushed into her skin. Her energy was draining, as though the cuts and puncture wounds were designed to do just that. She had lost sight of the other girl, but it had become darker suddenly. The girl might be sitting or lying beside her, and she wouldn’t know.

“Haven,” she murmured, wanting to cry out for him, but she was already slipping away, a life so short she hadn’t even found him in it. She had hoped her previous life would be the last one and they would find a way to live on together, and yet she had found her way back to the fire tree once again, alone. The memories swirled together as she tried to unravel them, unable to tell what had happened to them or the memories that had been forced upon her.

She slipped into the mud, thankful there were no more sharp branches or the like pressing into her, but she could feel the world slipping away. In the dim light, she couldn’t make out anything around her. The world was grey and dull, the trees leaning in around her.

Something closed around her, something damp and narrow like a vine, dragging her deeper into the cold, wet mud that had soaked through the layers of silk. She was sure she was as muddy and damp as her surroundings. She shivered, waiting for the scent of the fire tree to reach her. She was sure she could smell burning somewhere in the distance, but it was not the fire tree.

Something else pulled her back out of the mud, and a bird cried out in the dark. Nara was dragged across the mud and leaf litter towards a tree. Even in the dark, she could make out the silhouette leaning hungrily over her.
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Chapter 2
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The smell of smoke drew closer, and Nara thought she could make out a light—a flame in the distance, like a torch. And then the world went dark as she was lost to the outside, the tree closing around her. She gagged from the smell of rot and decay. The tree contained a different kind of dampness. She pulled at the silk wrapped around her, wet and dirty, and yet it was a barrier to the cold, which was deepening despite the strange warmth provided by the rot surrounding her.

Something was living in this forest; something wanted her. She thought of the other girl and the strips of silk blowing from the branches, and she wondered how many others had ventured out here. Neither of them wanted to be here. She must have been sent out as a gift of sorts. Although for what she couldn’t guess. Was she to be lost to the tree to wait for whoever was coming? The torch in the distance might have been someone looking for what had been lost to the forest. The girl Nara had seen or the one she had heard, or one lost long ago?

Nara woke to the sound of scratching and looked around the dimly lit space. Sunshine reached in from above her somewhere, showing her the inside of a tree, decayed, dead perhaps. It was just a shell, as she had thought while she’d made her way through the forest. She shivered, still damp, cold and muddy. The bright red mark on her arm oozed beneath the mud. Her whole arm ached, and she pulled it closer to her chest. Her dress was still damp, the brilliant crimson colour almost lost to the mud and blood that covered it.

She raised tentative fingers to her cheek to find it swollen and tender. She looked over her bloody hands again and saw no sign of fire, nor any sign that she was ready for the fire tree. Any indication of smoke she might have smelt the night before was gone. The overwhelming stench of rot and mud and decay surrounded her. She pressed her hand to the solid wood before her and then glanced around the tight space, looking for a hint of how she might have ended up inside a tree.

She knocked on the wood. It sounded hollow, and it felt just like wood should feel. Although the blood that smeared across the pale surface as she searched for an opening seemed too bright before it disappeared. When it soaked away into the wood, she pulled her hands back to herself.

The silk she wore was tattered and torn in many places. Despite the pain in her hands, Nara pulled at the tears to rip long lines of silk from the dress and tied one around the wound on her arm. She cried out as it rubbed against the angry, swollen skin, but at least that way the wound wouldn’t brush against anything else. She wrapped more around her hands. Although it did little to stop the stinging, it would prevent her hurting every time she touched something. She was not going to end her short life here in a tree. Despite the small space, she climbed to her feet and reached out towards the light pushing in through the broken trunk above her.

A cold, clammy hand closed around hers.

Nara screamed, the sound echoing around her yet dampened by the wood. As her voice died away, it struck her just how different it sounded to the echo she had experienced in her last life when the sound had bounced off the stone.

The cold hand tangled around her fingers. She tried to pull herself higher in the small space, pressing her face to the opening to see what might be outside the tree. The light had faded, and it wasn’t clear if it was a person or a plant holding on to her. She shivered.

“Help,” she whispered.

The same sound whispered back at her. Was there another girl out there, looking for a way into the tree and out of the cold? Had it been cold? Nara shivered again. It was not the same penetrating cold of the stone and snow she had experienced in her last life, although her arms were covered in gooseflesh beneath the coating of mud and grime. She smelt as rotten as the tree in which she was trapped, and for the first time she wondered if the smell was her and not her surroundings.

The hand squeezed tighter, then released its hold on her. She tried to see out of the gap in the wood, but there was only grey sky and darker grey branches. It was as though nothing lived in this world at all.

Someone cried out, the sound muffled as though they didn’t have the strength for anything more. Nara wondered just what danger there was in this forest. She had thought the trees were trying to reach for her, but she doubted that to be the reality. Nara shook her head, leaning back against the smooth wood and then turning slowly. The long skirts tangled around her legs as she tried to find an explanation for her presence here.

If the trees were not alive, she couldn’t have found herself suddenly in the middle of one, where there was nothing but a crack in the surface to allow the light in. On the smooth interior of the trunk she had been leaning against were four deep lines, repeated over and over. She reached forward slowly and put her fingers to the marks.

Someone had tried to scratch their way out, although it appeared to be only with one hand, and there was no hint of nails or blood. She wondered how long ago it might have been. The sick feeling washed over her as she considered the stench of decay and what she might be standing in with her bare feet. It might not be leaves, but she couldn’t think of that. She looked up and saw nothing but darkness above her. Was it because the light didn’t reach that part of the tree, or was it like the stone caverns and something else was watching her from the dark?

She wanted to lift her skirts and look at her feet, but she couldn’t bring herself to in fear of what she was standing in. Nothing would help her without her stones or her sword, and there was no sign of Haven.

“Help!” she screamed, and the tree seemed to close around her even tighter. The small opening to the outside world became smaller, more restrictive, and she wasn’t sure if she should try to reach out again or sit or remain standing.

“Help,” echoed from outside the tree, the sound moving through the forest. Could it be that there was someone else outside? Or was it something else? Nara pressed her ear against the smooth surface and wondered why whoever had tried to claw their way out hadn’t done so at the opening.

She breathed slowly, trying to calm the pounding heartbeat in her ears so she could hear what was out there. There was nothing she could make out, no hint of anyone beyond the tree or anything else moving. And there was no hint that the tree itself was moving—or breathing, or alive—despite her certainty in the dying light that the space was becoming smaller and smaller.

She longed for Haven in that moment as she sat again in the dampness at her feet, the dress billowing out about her. Her feet stung, as did her arms, and she wondered if that was due to the scratches she was covered in. She put her hand to the wrapping around her arm. The stinging had subsided, but the material was darker. She looked down over her similarly wrapped palms and wondered if there was a hint of the fire tree, or the stone tree, or something to take her back from this place and remind her that there had been other lives and she had in some way survived them by being born again.

Haven would make sense of it. He would be able to tell her she would survive. But then he had done that before. He understood the dangers, understood what loss looked like. She hoped he was searching for her and not still waiting beneath a fire tree. She didn’t want to wait any longer, but she couldn’t find a way out.

She leaned into the wood, wondering at what point she would start to burn away and whether that would burn the tree. Although it was soft, the brittle wood was also dry, and she expected it would burn rapidly and hot.

Something scratched at the trunk from the other side, but Nara’s senses were confused, and she wasn’t certain of anything. A long, slow scratch and not the hurried, desperate scratches she expected the person to have made within the trunk, although she doubted it was an animal. A girl, she thought, looking up towards the marks now clear and deep in the wood. A girl in red silk had been trapped here and made those marks. Nara wondered how many would come after her and do the same.

Reaching out, she put her hand to the wood, stretching out her fingers and her palm. She cried out at the pain that shot through her hand. Pulling back, she found a bloody mark on the trunk, and just as quickly it disappeared as it had done before. Someone groaned beyond the tree. Something growled, like an animal, and then the silence settled all too quickly once more.

“Hello!” Nara called. “I’m in here.”

She doubted anyone was there, yet she understood there was something outside the tree. Whether it was friend or foe, she no longer cared. She just had to get out before she too was lost to the leaf litter she hoped she was sitting in.

Nara beat her fist against the trunk, and the scratching repeated. “Hello!” she cried out again, but there was no response other than a sobbing sound. She wondered at the other girl then, the one who had held her so closely. At what point had they lost each other? Was the girl also trapped within a tree somewhere in the forest of dead and dying trees?

That idea didn’t seem right. There was something alive here, whether the trees or not. They were alive, living in this strange world. Something lived within the mud, whether it was suckers of the trees or the like, something that had reached for her. Or had she only thought that the case? Had she sunk down to meet the sharp points?

“Where are you?” she asked softly, leaning into the tree. She was desperate for Haven to find her and pull her out. Would he know she was there? Would he find her? He always did.

Nara searched her bare arms, scratched and bruised. Her hand closed around the red thread, fine and delicate and narrow. The same colour as the dress she wore, or at least it appeared to be. She wondered if it was as fragile as it appeared and what might happen if it were to break.

Would it break the connection? Would it prevent him finding her? She didn’t have her stones, which she had been holding when she was lost to the last life, just when they had thought the threat gone and the danger over. Although had there ever been a danger, other than her burning away? She had done just that in the end. Burnt away to nothing, leaving her stones, sword, and Haven behind.

She felt across her body then, patting at the snug-fitting dress for a hint that the stones were hidden on her person, within the folds of fabric. Or had she already lost them? Six of them, she thought. There should be six of them. Six imperfect stones that were her link to everything. The sword came to mind, a mix of swords—smooth, shiny golden blades, ones flecked with silver and marked with symbols or runes she would never understand. The same pattern burnt into Haven’s side. The idea of soft green grass and sunshine and flowers against a stone wall filled her memory.

Nara closed her eyes and allowed the memories of lives lost to overwhelm her. They would relive them again and again. Even if it was never the same life, there was always the hunt for something, the searching for a reason they would never find. A curse she didn’t truly believe in—or had she thought it someone else’s?

She wanted to make sense of something that she never would. To find answers where there were none. And whether it was her selfishness that had dragged them to this place and this life, she would never really know, no matter who thought they knew more than them. She thought of Marina and her long dark hair and hints of the sea. What lies had they been told? What stories had others believed that had no real meaning behind them?

Manning, the soldier determined to take her to a father who had sent him to his death. May hoping for redemption and the man who followed her. The countless others before them, who had willingly allowed Nara and Haven to head into forests and mountains and caves in the hope of saving them from monsters that appeared to have been put there just for them. As though to give them some purpose where there was none.

The Fates were laughing at them. In response, Nara let out an odd laugh that sounded more like a sob. They would never understand why they lived as they did, because there was no reason to it. The world had been very different in their last life—people who did not want them there, people who wore the faces of her past, and creatures who needed them to help the land in some way. Or was that part of the ploy as well? Were they really any use, or were they just there?

Nara raised her forearm to wipe at her face, further smearing whatever mud may have already been there. The tears would likely only make her messier. She was breaking down and giving up. Was it worth waiting for Haven, or was he not coming? Was he searching for her?

The sobbing outside the tree became louder, snapping Nara from her spiral of dark thoughts. Did she want to hope? Did she want to find a way out of this and towards Haven, if she could find him in this life? Or would she allow herself to die here?

Haven always found her, or she found him. There had not been a life where she had not reached him. Despite the swords and the stones and the memories that had been confused, despite whatever games the Fates were playing... She was his, and he was hers, and she would find him.

She banged at the tree again. The sob reoccurred, and Nara thought she heard someone cry out in the distance. It was a male voice, a strong voice, but she wasn’t confident it was Haven’s. Perhaps there were others out here searching for the girls in red silk, or they had sent them out here to play with and she would have to wait and see what they might want with her. They might provide a way to get out of the tree and find Haven. If he couldn’t reach her, she would reach for him.

A girl screamed in the distance, or at least it sounded far away, very similar to the sound she had heard when she had first found herself in the damp and dying forest. Nara cried out herself then, allowing her voice to carry around the space and hopefully out into the trees. Her chest ached, her throat hurt, and her ears rang with the sound of her own screams.
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Chapter 3
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Ellery tried not to focus on the mud at his feet, nor on the trees that seemed to lean in towards him as he made his way between them, but rather on the stones in his hand. He hoped he wouldn’t lose them again, and the overwhelming guilt of losing them in the stone caverns of his last life remained with him. For the first time when he watched Nara disappear into the breeze blowing around him, her stones were left behind.

She missed them whenever they were under the fire tree. There was much they had in every life that didn’t seem to follow them there, and yet the stones always disappeared in the embers with the rest of her. She had only just had all six of them returned to her by the stone, in exchange for the fire she had started, and they had dotted the melting snow as she left him.

He had sat for too long in that too cold world, searching for them in the snow and missing her warmth. He had wondered if there would ever be the chance to hold her again. It had been a relief to wake beneath the fire tree, and then again in a world that seemed more like one they had seen before rather than one with snow and ice and stone that moved and thought for itself.

But the forest Ellery found himself in made his skin crawl and his nose twitch with the scent of blood and loss. He squeezed the stones tight in his hand again, knowing that they led him towards something he could only hope was Nara. There was a pull here, something that made him nervous and an understanding of the danger, yet it wasn’t his priority in this life. They would find what they needed to defeat, if that was their purpose, but in the meantime his priority was Nara. He hoped she wasn’t out here, lost amongst these trees, without her stones.

Something moved in the distance, sounding almost like wings flapping although he knew it wasn’t. He searched the bare branches leaning toward him for a sign of what it might be. A faded red flag flapped in the wind, snapping back and forth, and the sound travelled like the sound of birds. The thought of birds made him nervous, mostly because he had barely seen them outside of his first life. The idea of birds was foreign, but then one called, an ugly harsh sound in the distance, and as the wind died and the material in the branches became lifeless, he heard it take flight.

A branch snapped, bringing his attention back to the ground. He looked around for signs of someone else and thought he heard someone call out. But the sound died away as quickly as it arose, as though the forest had absorbed the sound and prevented it from being heard.

As Ellery made his way between the trees, it felt as though they became denser, closer together and harder to move between. Sharp branches caught at his clothes and pulled at his sword as he paused to draw the blade from the sheath across his back. He wondered why he hadn’t done that sooner. Perhaps he was distracted following the stones and the idea of Nara.

He was relieved to find her sword nestled in beside his, where it had been when she had left the last life. He stopped his forward movement. Shifting his sword to the other side, he reached back and closed his hand around the smooth stone handle, which was icy in his grip. It was wrong and yet so right. He took a deep breath as he squeezed his hand around the handle of his own blade, the leather soft, the long square blade familiar. And yet he knew it was not the sword he had carried through his lifetimes.

He released his hold on Nara’s sword, moved his sword back to his dominant hand, and put his hand to the stones in the pouch at his belt. He was certain the nearby branches were reaching for them, trying to take them from him. He tipped the stones back into his hand, and they appeared just as they always had. If they were not right, Nara would know. But there were six, and Ellery knew with certainty that the stone had given them six before he had lost her in the last life, although she hadn’t always carried that many.

Nara would know. He just had to find her amongst the trees. As he stretched out and cut away at the dry branches trying to slow him down, he had the idea of other trees in another life, reaching for him, scratching at him, trying to prevent him from reaching what he needed. And that was always Nara.

The Fates were playing with them, that knowledge as clear now as it had been beneath the fire tree. Ellery was unsure why he and Nara had been called in to assist rather than end some creature in their last life, but then that life had finally answered some questions—and created so many more.

Another fluttering of red amongst the trees drew his attention in the grey surroundings. This one was far brighter than the other. He closed his hand tight around the stones and looked down at his left wrist. The too bright thread was thin and fine, as though made of something far more expensive and delicate than the rough, dark blanket Nara had originally tied around his wrist all those lifetimes ago.

It appeared too fragile for a moment. Then Ellery heard a cry, loud and determined, although it seemed as though it were the last cry to escape dying lips. The sound of desperation pulled at him, stronger than any creature, and the stones seemed to sing in his hand as he turned towards it.

A woman lay face down on the ground by a tree, her hand against the trunk. She was covered in mud, although the too bright material reminded him of what he had just seen in the branches and the thread he wore. It was difficult in the grey light to see what colour her hair was. There were scratches across her bare arms, and her legs were lost to the bulk of material that covered her.

He approached slowly, and her hand moved across the trunk. He picked up his pace, sliding the sword into the sheath across his back and the stones into the pouch tied to his belt.

Ellery squatted over the woman and pulled her close. She was frail, thin as though having lived in this forest for far too long. Deep red scratches covered her skin. He wiped at her face, which was hidden beneath the mud she had been lying in, and found her already cold, her body limp. Hints of blonde hair peeked through beneath the layers of mud.

As he allowed her to fall from his arms back into the wet mud, something thumped on the inside of the tree. He waited, then stood when the sound was repeated and walked around the tree. He heard the same sound again and found an opening, not quite big enough to put his hand in. He peered inside, although he could see nothing.

He wanted to press his face against it, but he worried what might be living in there. In the pale light across from him, on the inside of the tree trunk, were scratches that indicated someone had tried to find a way out.

“Haven.” The soft word floated out as though the tree had spoken the word itself, yet he knew that was not the case.

“Sunshine?” he called too loudly into the tree. His voice vibrated through it, and someone inside the trunk groaned. “Sunshine,” he breathed, the relief that he had found her flooding through him, although he couldn’t work out how she had made it into the tree.

The woman on the ground at his feet moaned. He looked down with some surprise, sure that she was dead, and then she rolled over, her eyes still closed. It didn’t appear that she was breathing. She started to sink into the mud as though it consumed her, pulled her in. He watched as she slowly disappeared beneath the surface.

No further sound left her lips. The long silk dress disappeared completely, although Ellery wondered then if he would see it flying from the branches of a tree. As the woman disappeared, he realised how dark it had become.

“Sunshine,” he called softly into the trunk again.

Another groan was the only reply. He had to get her out, but he couldn’t work out how she had gotten into the tree in the first place. He had seen the woman move; he was sure of that when he approached the tree, although he had also thought her moaning before she’d disappeared. He wondered how safe the ground was on which he stood.

“Please,” he pleaded, worried that Nara was slipping away and he had no way to reach her. He worked around the tree again, the light of the moon not nearly enough to see by as he ran his hand over the trunk. Something caught his hand, and he yelped and pulled it back. Then he pressed it to the trunk again in fear he would lose Nara before he properly found her in this life.

He was grateful they had the chance to try again, only he wondered what dangers this life would throw at them. How long might they have before being pulled apart again? Something shifted in the tree; the change was more an idea than a feeling of movement beneath his hand. He wondered at the small wound on his hand and whether that made any difference.

The girl had been bloody, yet she hadn’t left a mark on the trunk when she reached out for it. As Ellery walked around again, his hand found an opening in the trunk. He reached in to find silk, muddy and very similar to that of the woman he had held in his hand.

Nara groaned, falling against him. He patted her down, searching for injuries. She was damp and cold, her hands and one arm bandaged. Ellery held her close, pulling her up into
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