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PROLOGUE
THE SCARLET SQUARE

 

Coming to Val’shar had been a mistake. Kirheen knew it, could feel it deep in her bones, the truth sending an icy chill straight through her marrow. She surveyed the writhing mass of flesh and anger in the square below her. Noblemen and beggar alike stood shoulder to shoulder, a repulsive mixture of perfumed velvet and the mildew stench of a human body left to the elements for far too long. Beyond them, too important and too wealthy to stand among the foul-smelling commoners, were those that had paid an exorbitant sum to watch the execution from afar. 

Wooden platforms were erected around the Scarlet Square, elevating the nobility above the crowds. Guards stood vigilant, weapons at the ready. With an increase of activity from rebels throughout the city, they weren’t taking any chances. Those they guarded were pretty, pampered things. They wore elegant masks meant to disguise their identity from those that would seek to retaliate against them, but Kirheen knew it was for show. Everyone knew who sat on that platform, masks or not.  Many of the nobles wore garbs of the deepest black, jewels sewn into their finery sparkling like stars in the night sky. It was a nod to Zekar himself, warden of souls and keeper of the stars.

Something stinking of rotten vegetation collided with Kirheen’s face, leaving a trail of slime as it rolled away from her. She gritted her teeth and winced as a tomato came streaking across the sky, pelting the young boy tied to her left. He cried out as it struck him, whimpering and mewling like a newborn kitten. His mother, bound next to him, whispered reassuring words, but it could not soothe his cries. Kirheen felt her blood roil, her powers shifting beneath the surface of her skin. She wanted to jump into the crowd and strike back against them, to fight their anger with anger of her own. Splinters jabbed into her hands as she squirmed and the ropes binding her chaffed her wrists as she struggled against them. 

“Kirheen,” Tomias called, his voice sharp and urgent as he tried to get her attention. The sound of her name on his lips chilled her anger, her guilt rising from the depths to smother the flames. His eyes were on her, she could sense them, begging for her to meet his gaze. She wanted to see, to turn and look at him, but that would mean facing him and acknowledging that they would soon die, that he would die. 

It wasn’t something she was ready for, and she kept her eyes locked on the crowd even as she spoke, her words breaking against the jagged walls of her emotions. “It isn’t fair,” she choked, fighting back tears. “You should have stayed. If you hadn’t-”

“Stop. It’s too late for that now. Please, just-” Tomias was cut off by a surge from the crowd, their voices rising as a tall willowy man stepped up onto the platform. He wore all black, his robes torn and billowing about him like smoke. His face was obscured by a black mask that came to a curved point over his nose, giving him the appearance of a raven coming to bring death on obsidian wings. His mouth was uncovered, his rotted teeth greeting them as he turned towards the crowd. 

From his robe he produced a pouch and lifted it above his head with a wild cackle. The crowd went wild. Their cheers rose, filling the square with an overwhelming amount of noise. It rose like the wails of some great beast, the noise reverberating off the surrounding buildings. The Raven spun on his heels, his skeletal fingers clawing open the pouch. From it he drew a handful of red powder, bright and vibrant as fire. He whirled towards Tomias, the fabric of his robes swirling like hundreds of wings. With quick, eager steps he approached Tomias and flung a fistful of the red powder at the brittle branches piled beneath his feet. 

Kirheen sucked in a breath, her heart pounding. She watched wide-eyed and apprehensive, fully expecting the branches to burst into flame. Her breath escaped her as the Raven stepped away. No fire. No death. But it would happen soon. She could feel it in the energy of the crowd. Death was coming for them, fire and red powder, their souls snatched away to the stars. 

The Raven stepped down the line, dusting the four of them with the strange powder. When he reached the end of the platform, he traded the pouch for a torch. Kirheen never thought of fire as something to fear. It had always been something that brought warmth and light and comfort. Looking at it now, it seemed a great demon perched atop the wood, twisting and smirking with glee. The Raven cackled once more and hunched over. He crouched low and slid towards his first victim, the mother of the young boy to her left. The boy thrashed wildly, his whimpers rising into a scream. “No! Leave her alone! She doesn’t even have powers. Stop, please!”

The Raven raised his eyes, met the pleading gaze of the young boy. The torch was half lowered towards the brittle wood, that terrible red powder. There was a moment of peace for the child, a moment of blind, hopeless naivety. He believed that good would win, that his pleading could change an old, callous heart. The Raven smiled. “All praise the night warden, keeper of souls. Zekar, please accept this star, stolen from your sky by the traitor that these poor wretches worship.”

Kirheen squeezed her eyes shut as the torch descended. She wanted nothing more than to cover her ears, to drown out the terrible cry from child and mother alike, the crackling of wood and popping of powder. She wanted to cover her mouth, to keep the smell of charred flesh and wood smoke at bay. Instead, thick drifts of smoke billowed over her, coating her skin and hair with ash. And the screams…

“Kirheen, KIRHEEN! Look at me, please! Just look at me.” 

She looked into the eyes of the man she’d hurt so much. Her existence had brought him nothing but pain. He’d lost his twin because of her. He’d lost his home and his way of life and now he’d be forced to watch her burn at the stake. Maybe he’d enjoy it - to watch an end to his suffering. Tears stung her eyes as she stared into his. “Why did you come with me? Why? You would have been safe. You wouldn’t be here if you’d just stayed.”

Cinnamon colored eyes stayed focused on her, swirling with grief and pain, reflecting the flames that would soon engulf her. The Raven approached and the heat of the fire washed over her as he crept closer. Even with that burning heat so close, she did not turn away from Tomias. She couldn’t. When he spoke, it was with such softness, as if his words were the only truth left in his crumbling world. And then the torch was lowered, and his words were consumed by flames. 

 


CHAPTER 1
BITTER WORDS

 

“I can’t believe you’re serious about this,” Garild scoffed, arms folded across his chest. The puckered pink stump at the end of his wrist looked vivid and angry against the darkened folds of his shirt. “I don’t understand you. Why is it so hard to stay here? Why is it so hard for you to stay where you’re safe?”

Kirheen rubbed at her temples. She was too tired and aggravated to be having this discussion with him. All she’d wanted was to let him know of her plans, to let it sink in that she was actually leaving. Instead, it had turned into yet another argument, and he wasn’t about to let her win. She looked at him, at this person she’d once known so well, and her heart ached. “Do you really think we’re safer here? Just because Therin and the others have stayed out of trouble all of these years doesn’t mean that will last forever. I know that. They know that. And I think you do too. And yes, Garild, I am serious about this. I can’t stay here. What would I do if I stayed? Am I supposed to just sit around and read books and drown myself in words looking for answers like you do? I can’t live like this.”

Garild ignored the jab, his expression softening. “You can stay here, and you should. We’re absolutely safer here than in Val’shar. It’s stupid to even compare them! We’ve got problems here, but we have a lot less to worry about this far north. There are no Seekers and mass beheadings, not a noose waiting at every turn, or a lunatic royal family fanning the flames. People are scared here because they don’t understand what we are. They are jumpy, but at least we can avoid them easily enough!”

Kirheen bristled, unable to stop the flow of words spilling out of her mouth. “Why don’t you tell the girl we watched them beat to death how easy it is to avoid them,” she snapped. “I’m sure she’d love to hear how safe it is here for our kind.” There were unkind words, but they gushed out all the same. She couldn’t help it. Her frustrations with Garild had been growing, brewing beneath the surface. Ever since the loss of his hand and the fall of Sanctuary, he’d been a brooding mess. He spent most days with his nose in a book, researching the new and dangerous world they’d been dumped into. He avoided people as if they were all plagued, and he spent the most effort in avoiding Kirheen. She’d tried to talk to him, to truly get to the bottom of his hurt, but he only responded with harsh words, berating her until she was forced to give up. It was always the same. 

He had a lot to be upset about. His world had changed overnight. He’d lost his hand, his bond, and his way of life all in the blink of an eye and what he had been left with was a well of emotions he hadn’t even started to process. Instead, he chose to sulk and seethe, baring his teeth at anyone that wished to help him. And his anger- that he saved for Kirheen. 

“Nothing like that has happened in months!” he snapped back. “They got their blood. Things will stay calm now.”

“Is it really so easy for you to brush off? As long as they get to hang someone every now and then, it makes it all okay? That’s crazy, Garild. We are prisoners here, whether you like it or not. We’re still living in fear, still hiding. But now, what we have to fear is real and tangible and, more often than not, happy to behead us in front of a crowd!”

Garild grimaced, the steeliness back in his gaze. “You’re just trying to run away. Val’shar is nothing but an excuse. You’re just going to turn and run from your guilt like you always do! Let’s see how far it takes you.”

“Enough,” Kirheen hissed, an edge of warning in her voice. He’d gone too far, prodded too deep at wounds that had yet to heal. She stood, rising to her full height, her nails digging into her palms as she struggled to contain her tumultuous emotions. 

He seemed to take pride in her fury, in the anger he’d provoked from her. “Or what, Kir, you’ll hurt me? I think you’ve already done enough damage.”

“You know I didn’t run away. I did everything I could to save my friends - everything.”

“And you did it without me!” he shouted. “You did a poor job of it too. And now you’re going off to Val’shar so you can rock the boat some more. Why can’t you just leave things alone? Why can’t you keep your nose out of things that don’t concern you? Every time you get involved other people get hurt!”

Kirheen recoiled from the words as if he’d hurled acid at her feet. “That isn’t fair. It isn’t fair at all, and you know it! Stop trying to make me your enemy. I did the best I could. I never meant-”

Garild cut her off with a wave of his hand. “No, of course not. You never meant for any of it, and so it’s all just forgiven. It all just goes away. But it doesn’t bring back my hand, and it doesn’t bring back Ian, and it certainly won’t bring back Fenir. Running away won’t bring back anyone!” 

His words punched through her, tearing through muscle and bone and crushing the delicate heart found beneath. She swallowed hard, but the lump in her throat refused to be dislodged. She met his gaze, looked into eyes that now seemed so unfamiliar, so unforgiving. Do I even know you anymore? They had held warmth in the not-so-distant past, but now that warmth was gone, drowned beneath a flood of bitter anger. 

Kirheen collected the shambles of her heart, rearranged her features, and spoke the words she’d come to say. “I’ll be leaving for Val’shar in three days.” She hesitated, trying to find the right words to say, trying to find anything to make it easier. All she could settle on was, “Goodbye, Garild. Take care of yourself.” 

She spun on her heels, bolting for the door before he could reply. She slammed it shut with more force than she’d intended, startling the chickens crowded in front of the porch. They scattered in all directions, flinging feathers as they went. 

Something heavy was tossed across the room she’d just fled. There was the crashing of glass, a muttered curse, and then silence. Kirheen shook, a myriad of emotions warring for control of her body. She was bleeding from a thousand internal cuts and there was no staunching the blood loss. It was hard not to let his words get to her. Already she could feel herself second guessing her decision. Is it wrong to leave? It was all too easy to believe she was to blame for everything, too easy to fall into that pit of self-doubt. 

She’d done everything she could possibly do. She couldn’t have foreseen the consequences of her actions, couldn’t have known that it would end with the people she loved being hurt. It weighed on her soul every day. It disrupted her sleep, echoed through her dreams, and haunted her every waking moment. Leaving would never make that go away, and she didn’t want it to. Such pain was the price she’d paid for change, and she would never forget that, or the people that had died along the way. 

A hand gripped her elbow, pulling her away from her thoughts. She whirled, fully expecting to come face to face with Garild. Instead, it was Tomias who recoiled from her, brown eyes wide with surprise. Kirheen let out an unsteady breath and tried to give Tomias a half-hearted smile. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was you. I thought…”

“For the sake of the person you’re mad at, I’m glad it was me and not them. That look would have made a lesser man croak,” he teased, but his smile faded as he looked over her face. He must have seen the grief twisting her features. He stepped forward and pulled her close. Kirheen relaxed in his grasp and wrapped her arms around him tightly. She buried herself against his chest, letting him block out the light and the thoughts swirling through her head. He smelled of hay and dirt and a scent all his own. It comforted her, brought a sense of peace and warmth that Garild had seen fit to crush. 

Tomias rested his chin on top of her head and sighed, his breath ruffling her hair. “That didn’t go well, did it?”

“About as well as expected,” she groaned, her voice muffled. “Maybe worse.”

“He’ll come around, Kir. He just needs time.”

“That’s what people keep telling me, but it doesn’t seem to be helping. It’s been months.” She sighed and pulled away from him. “Come on. I need to get away from here. I need to walk.”

They cut through the field behind the house, climbing the gentle rise of a hill. Tall grasses swayed, glowing golden in the light of the sun. Flowers bled color into the surrounding hills, nourished by the heavy rains of prior months. Normally, she’d appreciate such a view, but it only reminded her of her own somber mood. “He thinks I’m running away,” she explained. “He thinks I’m just trying to forget what happened, what I was responsible for.”

Tomias stood at her side, eyes glowing as he surveyed the distant hills. His hair was pulled back in a high tail, a few wispy strands of white hair fluttering around his face. He’d grown a scraggly beard over the past few months. It made him look older, rugged, a sign of the hardships he’d endured. Kirheen suspected it was his way of hiding from his own reflection, a way of not seeing his brother every time he looked in a mirror. The loss of Fenir haunted them all, a ghost clinging to their shoulders, a burden that would never go away. “But you know better,” he said, looking at her sidelong. “You did everything you could.”

“I know. I know that, but it doesn’t make me feel any less guilty. I’m still responsible for their feelings, for the pain that they are feeling. It’s my burden and it’ll follow me no matter where I go. It isn’t something I can just run from. He just…doesn’t see it that way.”

Tomias frowned. “You know I don’t blame you for what happened.”

Kirheen looked away from him and out into the distance. “If I hadn’t…” She inhaled sharply, trying to keep her voice level. “Tomias, I think you should stay here. You shouldn’t follow me. It’s a selfish thing to go to Val’shar, we both know that, but I can’t stay away. I need to see it. I just – I can’t be responsible for you. If something happened…”

He turned towards her slowly, his arms crossing over his chest. His lips drooped into a disapproving frown, his brow furrowed. His eyes were bright with emotion, and she could sense irritation in his stance, in the way he squared his shoulders. “Kir, that’s ridiculous. You’re letting his words get to you. I’m not tagging along so you can take care of me. I’m not coming with you to guilt you, or stand in your way, or hold you back.” He took a step closer, his posture relaxing. “I’m coming with you because I’m your friend and I’ll be damned if I let you take that journey alone. I’m coming because I care. You don’t get to make that decision for me. You don’t want me to come with you for some reason other than guilt, by all means, get it out while we’re both standing here, but don’t take away my choice because you’re afraid of what might happen.”

And there it was, the truth she’d been avoiding. She was afraid - afraid of her feelings and afraid of her guilt, afraid of the world around her that was still so new and dangerous. Her lack of knowledge scared her, her lack of power even more so. Her battle against Nyson had humbled her, had shown her how unprepared she was to deal with this new world around her. 

She was pushing him away because the thought of losing anyone else terrified her. The pain she’d felt at losing Ian and Fenir was something she never wanted to feel again. And if something were to happen to Tomias, she’d never be able to live with herself. Despite those fears, she wanted his support, wanted him to be by her side on that journey. “Tomias, I’m sorry,” she said, fully turning her body towards him. She raised her head slowly, eyes marking a trail from his crossed arms to his clenched jaw, over the curve of his lips and the point of his nose until she finally met his gaze. There was reluctance there, a fear of the words that might follow. “I want you to go with me. I do. I’m scared to death of what might happen, but I don’t want to do this alone. I can’t do this alone.”

Tomias seemed to melt, his arms swinging free of each other. He let out a great billowing sigh and an unsteady chuckle escaped him. “For a moment, I was worried you’d found another reason to leave me behind.”

Kirheen managed to smile. “Oh, I’ve got plenty of them, trust me, they just seem to have slipped my mind.” 

“Let’s hope it stays that way,” he said, grinning like a fool. There was a hint of the Tomias she’d known back in Sanctuary, a reminder of that youthful exuberance she’d robbed him of. He turned towards the village and beckoned for her to follow. She trailed after him, hands running along the tops of the tall grass as she followed. In three days, she would start a new journey. She was both excited and more than a little terrified of what might be ahead. So much of her life had been spent in the dark, locked away in a prison of glowing trees, with no sense of what was beyond those walls. Now, she had a chance to explore, to see the world for herself, to learn more about her powers and why her people had to so desperately hide them. Soon, she’d have answers, but was she ready for them? 

 


CHAPTER 2
DEATH FOR ONE

 

It came in the midst of dreams as it always did. A sheer overwhelming panic, a tightening of the chest, his lungs thirsty for air. The black fuzziness of sleep was cleaved apart, his fear tearing through his mind with practiced ease. He stood amongst skeletal trees, glowing bones that creaked and swayed with the wind. Branches scratched and clawed over hard earth, reaching out to entangle him, to strangle and consume. 

There was a flash of white hair and dark robes in the distance, the form disappearing only to reappear again close by. It slipped through the trees, growing closer and closer. And then the figure was before him, his own brother. His twin watched him with dull lifeless eyes, his skin dreadfully pale. “Was it worth it, Brother?” Fenir asked, his voice wavering in the space between them. “Was it worth my death?”

Tomias knew the world around him was not real. His brother was speaking to him, alive in a way he could no longer be. It was a nightmare conjured by his grief-stricken heart. Despite knowing this, the stab of pain and anxiety and fear at seeing his face was all too real. Even in his dreams, the death of his brother haunted him. 

“I never wanted this to happen. I never wanted you to die.”

Fenir glowered, his eyes darkening. “After all I protected you from, you still chose her. Liar. Fool. Betrayer.”

Tomias shook his head. “No! I didn’t mean for it to happen. I didn’t want to hurt you. I was trying to protect-”

“- to protect her. Perhaps it would have been better if you hadn’t stopped me,” Fenir growled. “A slip of the dagger and she would have met a well-deserved fate. You’d be free of her, free from her corruption. But you chose her. Liar.” The wavering revenant scoffed, disappearing into a puff of smoke. He appeared again behind Tomias, hovering near his left shoulder. “Fool. Betrayer. I was your brother. You could have saved me!”

“This wasn’t her fault. She was trying to save us! She came back for us!”

“And you’ll follow her, is that it? Follow her to your grave.”

“I didn’t want this. I didn’t want you to die. Please.”

Fenir smiled, his teeth black with rot, and began to walk a slow predatory circle around Tomias. His hair hung over his face like a veil, shielding his expression from view. “We can be together, Tomias. We can be together again. Just a quick slip and you’ll be free. Free from pain, free from guilt. Together.”

Tomias looked down. Something pressed against the flesh of his palm, cold and solid. A dagger rested in his shaking hand, glinting in the moonlight. 

“Death for one, death for both.”

Black threads pierced through his guard, slithering into his mind and burning trails of fire through his brain. His fingers clenched the dagger, raised it to his own throat. He shook with fear, fighting against the terrible thing his brother was compelling him to do. 

“Fool.”

The cold touch of the dagger against his skin. 

“Liar.”

A slip of the blade, a whisper against his throat.

“Betrayer.”

The blade tumbled from his fingers, his life blood with it. He sank to his knees before Fenir, warmth draining away from his body. Blood ran in rivulets along the ground, snaking amongst glowing leaves and hardened earth. 

“Death for one, death for both.”

Fenir shattered before him, shards of glass clinking together as they collided in the air. The shards scattered all around him, cutting through his robes and skin as if he were made of paper. The world spun, the glowing trees becoming a sickening swirl of blue. He tumbled forward, bursting into the real world with a gasp. Terror gripped his heart, his hands sliding up to his neck, a neck that was still whole. His blood was still his, his life his own. 

Flinging his blanket aside, he lurched to his feet and stumbled out of the horse stall and out of the barn. The moon shone full and bright overhead. The fresh air cleared his head and stilled his heart. He breathed deeply of that crisp air, letting it wash away the remnants of the dream. 

Along the main road through the village, marked by deep ruts from the carts pushing through spring rain, walked a woman with billowing red hair. Trista. She watched him from across the way, her green eyes critical.

The death of Fenir had hurt her greatly. The kind and gentle healer had retreated from the world, throwing herself into her work with a feverish passion to drown out the pain. She’d taken Isa as an apprentice, two wounded souls trying to fix everything but their broken hearts. 

She wore a white dress that shimmered in the light of the moon, her feet bare as she approached with slow, mesmerizing steps. Her legs, visible, were pale and smooth and perfect. She stopped in front of him, words hovering on her curved lips. 

“How could you choose her? How could you choose a girl over your own brother?”

Tomias, still recovering from his nightmare, staggered back a step. How could she say something cruel? He was clearly struggling, so why would she greet him like that? “Trista, please. I can’t, not after that dream. I don’t feel good.”

She scoffed, her head tilting. “Do you think I care what you feel, Tomias? You took him from me. It hurts to even see your face. Do you know what that feels like? To still see his ghost in you?” 

He knew better than anyone. Every time he saw his own reflection, he was reminded of his loss, of the vacancy in heart and body and mind. He knew what it felt like each time he reached out with his mind only to find that familiar warmth replaced by a cold and empty hole in his own head. That’s what he was, what he’d always be – alone. 

“I didn’t want this. I never wanted to lose him. I’m so sorry, Trista.”

Eyes the color of peridot, lashes laden with tears. Her hands shook and her face contorted with rage. It wasn’t the gentle cracking of her hatred he was seeing, it was the building of it, that delicate slip into madness. 

“He may forgive you, Tomias, but I never will.” She lunged forward, her left arm snaking around the back of his neck while her right plunged a dagger into his gut. Pain ignited, burning through every vein as she twisted the blade. “Liar. Fool. Betrayer. Join him in death.”

 

[image: A black sun with a face drawn on it

Description automatically generated]

 

Kirheen lay in the dark, listening to Tomias toss and turn in the stall next to her. He mumbled something incoherent, moaning as he rolled onto his side. It was a common occurrence. Since the death of his brother, his dreams had turned to nightmares he couldn’t escape. 

She’d hoped the guilt he felt would fade and, during his waking hours, it had. It was different at night though, his guilt twisting his mind and heart, shaping it into a labyrinth of terror. He was a prisoner, unable to escape from the cage he’d built for himself. 

His breathing grew frantic, his tossing and turning more violent. Kirheen threw her blanket aside, brushing hay from her hair and clothes as she tip-toed out of her stall. Benny raised his head and whinnied softly to question her rising. She shushed him, giving him a few reassuring strokes before stepping towards Tomias. 

She knelt beside him, giving him a wide berth as she did. She’d learned early on not to startle him awake. Once she’d been greeted by his fist after waking him, an event that Tomias still apologized profusely for. Reaching out a hand, she touched him gently on the shoulder. “Tomias, it’s okay,” she whispered. “I’m here for you.”

He shuddered, rolling away from her. “No, no. I didn’t mean for this.”

“It’s all right. Come back. Wake up.”

He rolled onto his back, his chest heaving. She stroked his forehead, pushing away stringy strands of damp white hair. Without warning, he snapped awake, his hand shooting forward and locking on to her wrist. In one movement, he rose and flung her back away from him. Thrown off balance, she collided with the stall door, her shoulder taking the brunt of the impact. Old wounds protested the collision, a dull ache turning into a mighty roar. She gritted her teeth to ward off the pain and staggered back to her feet, clutching her aching side. 

Tomias didn’t even seem to notice. His hands wandered frantically over his belly. He lifted his shirt and looked over the pale skin of his torso. There was nothing to be found and he collapsed against the back of the stall, covering his face with his hands. He sobbed, his cries broken only by the occasional muffled apology. “Kir, I’m so sorry. Please tell me if this is real. I can’t tell anymore. I don’t know!”   

Kirheen rolled her shoulder, grimacing as she did. She stepped towards him with renewed caution. When he didn’t acknowledge her approach, she sank down in the hay in front of him and reached forward slowly. She took hold of his wrists, prying his hands away from his face. His eyes were wide and fearful, ringed in red, and he shook as if someone had placed him on a snowy hill without a stitch of clothing to his name. “Tomias, look at me. Look at me!”

He struggled to focus, his eyes wavering as he raised his chin. Teeth chattered with every breath, his hands bitterly cold against hers. “I can’t tell what is real anymore,” he explained. “It felt so real. I thought it was real. I could feel it, I could feel it all leaving. She killed me. Allseer, tell me this is real.” He looked at her with a quiet desperation, his hands clutching hers. “You’re real, aren’t you? Why is it so hard to tell?”

Kirheen frowned, pained by the fear and confusion he was feeling. She wasn’t sure her words would be enough to comfort him, to convince him that the world around him wasn’t some terrifying illusion conjured by his own mind. “This is real,” she whispered, squeezing his hand. “Nothing is going to hurt you. It’s okay now, Tomias.” He clenched his eyes shut, sucking in a lungful of air before he opened them again. He looked over her face, his eyes settling on the scar across her cheek, a scar his brother had given her. 

“You are real, aren’t you?”

She nodded slowly, relaxing as he reoriented himself to reality. “Bad dreams, again?”

He huffed as he leaned his head back. “It’s always the same, the same guilt I feel for what happened. I thought-”

“-Tomias, it hasn’t been that long. This isn’t something that is going to just go away. Why not talk to Trista? Maybe she can help!” she suggested, though she already knew what his response would be. Despite how close they had once been, Trista and Tomias remained entire worlds apart after everything that had happened. And how could she possibly force either of them to bridge that gap? Neither would, not until they were ready. 

“She won’t see me. You know that. She can’t stand the sight of my face, and I won’t cause her that pain. I’ll manage. There are other healers I can consult.”

“I understand,” Kirheen said, her tone gentle. She didn’t need to stress him by arguing the point. “Are you going to try and go back to sleep?”

“I don’t know if I can. I should try though. We’ve got so much to do tomorrow.” He paused, looking over her. Although he didn’t say anything, she could tell he was checking for injuries.

“Tomias, I’m okay. Really.” 

He met her gaze and frowned. “Are you sure? Did I hurt you? I’m sorry I woke you up again.”

“It’s fine, I just need to learn to be more careful when I wake you.”

“You shouldn’t have to be careful around me,” he said, his expression pained. 

She gave his hand another squeeze. “You didn’t hurt me, Tomias. It’s okay.”  She went to rise but he grabbed her arm, halting her in place. She sat back on her heels, giving him a curious glance. His eyes were filled with such terror and helplessness that it broke her heart to look at him. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Will you just stay here please? I don’t think-”

“Shh. I’ll be right here. Just try and sleep, all right?”

“Okay. Thank you, Kir. It helps having you here.”

“I know. I’ll stay close.” 

He released his grip and settled back on his makeshift bed. He rolled onto his side and Kirheen grabbed his blanket, tucked herself in against his back, and draped it over them both. She snaked her arm around his ribcage, and he found her hand and gripped it tightly. It was a long time before his breathing calmed, even longer still before each breath deepened into a peaceful lull. When she was certain he’d fallen asleep, she let herself drift off with him, her thoughts on a far-away city. 

 


CHAPTER 3
TO SAY GOODBYE

 

“Are you sure about this?” Therin asked, hands roaming over his horse, Benny, the very horse he was giving to Kirheen to take to Val’shar. Gnarled fingers checked straps and dug through packs, doing a final check before he’d send them on their way. His chest rose and fell in a single drawn-out sigh, and he leaned forward, nuzzling his bearded face against the horse’s mane. Pulling away, he turned towards Kirheen, righting his beard with his palm. “You’re more than welcome to stay here with us. You know that, right? You’re not a bother. We’d fix you up something a little more permanent so you’re not sleeping with the horses.”

Kirheen sighed. It wasn’t the question itself that bothered her, but the meaning behind it. It was the subtle suggestion that what she sought to do wasn’t entirely sane. She knew the risks of leaving the safety of the village. In their little corner of the world, staying obscure was simple. Easy. In a city full of people, the danger for her kind was around every corner. They were choosing a dangerous path by going to Val’shar, but it wasn’t a decision she wanted to be berated about.  

Therin watched her expression closely, his eyes squinted. Sensing her disappointment, he shook his head and apologized. “I’m sorry. I’m not - I don’t want you to think I’m questioning your choice. If this is what you need, who am I to stop you? But I also want you to know that this will always be home to you. If ever there comes a time where you need refuge, you’ve only to knock on our door.” 

Kirheen stepped closer and gently grabbed his arm.  This man had saved her from so much, had given her a refuge in the storm. “Therin, thank you. For everything. I don’t think we’ll be away for long. I just need to go, to find myself in all of this. I have to see it.”

Therin patted her hand and chuckled. “Damn, if you don’t remind me of myself sometimes. Or maybe all youth are this misguided and foolish,” he said with a wink. “What are you hoping to find out there in the world?”

The truth was she didn’t know. Throughout her youth she had craved one thing - freedom. Now that she had it, the world seemed so large, impossibly large. No longer was she bound by a glowing forest, that carefully crafted prison that Nyson had built. The way before her was open and limitless, but also dangerous. Sanctuary had kept her safe, had kept her locked away from the dangers that lurked beyond the mountains. But to grow, to learn, to find purpose, she’d need to face those dangers. It was a daunting task and there would be no way of telling if she’d find whatever her soul yearned for, but she couldn’t sit around and wonder. 

“I’m not sure. I can’t even be certain I’ll find it, but I have to try.”

Therin nodded. “Whatever it is, I hope you find it. Just stay safe, girl. I’ve seen the city myself. It won’t make sense until you see it, but it’s unlike anything you’ve experienced. It is a world of masks and corruption and lies. Watch your back and trust no one.”

“I’ll be careful,” she said, and then her voice broke, sorrow and gratitude leaking out of every word. “Therin, if you hadn’t been looking out, if you hadn’t noticed me that day, things could have ended very differently. I’ve you to thank for all of this. I couldn’t have stopped Nyson alone.”

“We helped, but this victory is yours. It was a brave thing you did. You earned your freedom.” He paused, his hand warm atop hers. A brief flicker of emotion flashed through his eyes, only to be carefully tucked away. Therin would shed no tears that day. “Don’t waste it.”

Tomias approached, leading a dappled gray mare. He’d already laden the horse with supplies. There was nothing left to do but say their goodbyes, a task that ate at Kirheen more than she wanted to admit. 

Therin greeted Tomias with a shake of the hand. “All packed?”

Tomias shrugged, giving an unsure grin. “I’ll admit, my experience packing for this sort of adventure is limited, to say the least.”

“That it is. I’ll check over your supplies and make sure you have what you need. Leann will tan my hide if I don’t. She’ll slip a few things into your packs before you’re off, I’m sure. Go ahead and make your rounds, say your farewells. I know you’re eager to be off.” 

Kirheen thanked him, feeling her stomach twist as she moved away from the horses, Tomias at her side. 

“Well, who would you like to see first?” Tomias asked, grabbing her elbow and halting her advance.

“I don’t know.” Many of the others had left the village, hoping to find their own path in the world. All that remained was a broken healer, her apprentice, and a boy she’d once called her friend, and she felt welcomed by none of them. The thought of facing them, of telling them goodbye, was almost too much to bear. “I’m not sure I should. I don’t think he’d want this.”

Tomias gripped her arms.  “You know this might be your last chance to do this, right? This might be the last time you see him. Once we leave, there is no telling what might happen. You need to accept the possibility that you might never see him again.”

Despite the wisdom of his words, they still made her angry. She knew the implications, knew what it would mean if she left and didn’t say goodbye. It would haunt her always, but so would the anger he’d drive her away with, the vile words he’d throw at her, the guilt he’d pile at her feet. The thought of seeing him like that scared her. Better to remember old times, times when he had been a friend and not someone to fear. “And what of Trista? Are you going to say goodbye to her?”

“Don’t start, Kirheen. That’s different…”

“Is it, really? They both feel more than a little disdain towards us now. We’re both being blamed for what happened. Are you going to face her? Are you going to accept that?”

Tomias grimaced. “I don’t know. I haven’t decided.”

“Then quit telling me what to do.”

He said nothing, just looked away and nodded his head. Despite his passive expression, she could see the flicker of pain in his eyes. He was dreading this just as much as she was. “Good luck,” he whispered, squeezing her arm gently. He walked off, leaving Kirheen feeling very alone in her guilt-ridden world.  

Forcing herself forward on shaky legs, she put one foot in front of the other, each step deliberate and painful. She watched the dust kicked up by her shoes, watched her shadow stretch and wander the path before her. And then she looked up, looked at the house Garild called home. It was small, a simple dwelling that he shared with a baker that spent most of his time at the next village over. Garild acted as steward for him while he was away, basking in the refuge of a home he rarely had to share. 

She took the first step, holding the railing to keep herself steady. Her stomach roiled, her breath catching in her throat. Another step and she was on the landing. Her hand wandered to the door, feeling the grain of the wood beneath her fingertips. She could feel him inside the house, like a beacon of light radiating within her peripheral. Warm, but so terribly distant. 

They were bonded, and such a bond didn’t just disappear, not easily at least. He was always there, always felt even when she tried desperately to ignore him. She could feel his hurt, his pain, his anger. It followed her like a dark cloud, drenching her in his tumultuous emotions. Would distance silence his voice in her head? Would distance help ease the pain he felt whenever he saw her? Would it help him forget the anger? She wouldn’t know until she was far, far away from him. 

She raised her hand to the door, thought about knocking, and just as quickly let her arm drop to her side. She leaned forward until her forehead was resting on the door. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to steady herself, to bring forth the courage to face him one last time. But she couldn’t. She wasn’t strong enough. Not this time. 

The tears came, unwanted, and she fought to hold them in. She stifled her cries, not wanting him to hear. Inside the house, he shifted, a book creaking in his hands. She could smell the leather binding, could feel the crinkle of the paper as he turned the page. He didn’t notice her. 

An arm wrapped around her shoulder and pulled her close. “It’s okay, Kir,” Tomias said gently, leading her away from the house. When they’d rounded the corner, he embraced her tightly, stroking her hair with his long fingers. “It’s okay,” he whispered. 

“Were you able to? Could you face her?”

There was a moment of silence, an unspoken exchange between them that said more than the word that left his lips. “No.”


CHAPTER 4
WICKER’S REST

 

The morning was misty and cool, the sun tinging the mountain tops with golden light. Fog still clung to the low dips in the landscape, making everything seem eerie and unnaturally still. From atop the hill, Kirheen could see the path that would lead them south. It stretched before them, winding through the valley like a snake before disappearing into a dense thicket of trees that seemed to stretch on for miles. 

The forest, devoid of the soft glow she’d been so accustomed to growing up, seemed dark and unwelcoming, a twisting maze of green. Shifting in her saddle, Kirheen gave a final glance to the town she was leaving behind. Her eyes wandered over the simple wooden structures, watched the curls of smoke drift lazily from chimneys. Somewhere, in a home by himself, Garild sat. Perhaps he could see her, his eyes looking for her just as she looked for him. Was he upset that she hadn’t said goodbye? Or was it a relief to watch her leave, to see his pain and torment disappear over the hill and into the fog? It was possible she’d never know. Once she crossed that threshold, there was no telling if she’d ever see her friend again. 

Benny shifted beneath her, bumping his hindquarters into the dappled mare Tomias rode. It seemed to break them both out of their thoughts and to the road ahead. 

“You ready?” Tomias asked. 

Kirheen gave a curt nod. Kicking softly with her heels, she nudged Benny forward into a gentle trot. He led the way eagerly, excited for a chance to roam. Tomias followed close behind, his mare keeping pace. They hardly encountered anyone on the road, few coming and going so far north. With little to force them to haste, they took the travel at a leisurely pace. 

It wasn’t long before they reached the edge of the forest. Kirheen twisted in her saddle, pulling a weathered map from one of the packs. She unfolded it, balancing it over the saddle horn while she traced a finger over hills and mountains, valleys and rivers, and cities both big and small. The forest was known as Wicker’s Way, a wide expanse of trees that arced from north to south. It was a day of easy travel through densely wooded groves. Their destination was a small inn at the very edge of the forest known as Wicker’s Rest. 

Kirheen could only stare in awe at the green landscape. Lush vegetation covered the ground, ferns and flowers bursting with foreign color. It was a strange sight compared to the pale blue she’d known all her life. Small, furred creatures darted through the underbrush, played in the branches above, sending leaves skittering to the forest floor. Recent rains had stirred up the smells of the forest, dirt and pollen and tree sap intermingling into a relaxing scent. The morning fog burned away, shafts of sunlight cutting through the mist. 

As the morning wore on, they passed a few travelers, weary merchants making their way back from the larger southern settlements. Their carts were laden with supplies, and they cast a cautious eye upon them as they passed. She didn’t think much of their suspicion. She was just as wary of them, unsure in this new world. 

They stopped at midday, pulling off the trail and settling just off the path. There was a small break in the trees and a clearing beyond. They tied the horses, giving them the moment to rest and graze. Kirheen dug in one of the packs, pulling out a loaf of bread and a jar of sweet red jelly Leann had stuffed away for them. She’d also seen fit to provide them with a pouch of rare spices and a few fine pieces of jewelry to trade once they reached the city. Splitting the loaf of bread in two, she handed half to Tomias. He accepted it graciously.

They’d spoken little as they’d traveled through the forest, both lost to their own thoughts. Settling on a fallen log, Kirheen eyed her surroundings. The clearing sent her thoughts fluttering to months prior, to a moon-lit night in a forest not so unlike the one that surrounded her. Green eyes. The scent of apples and spices. She felt her stomach twist and the piece of bread hovering in front of her face lost its appeal. She tossed the bite of bread on the ground and hoped some bird would come along and enjoy it more than she would. 

A hand appeared in her peripheral, and she looked up to see Tomias hovering close. He pointed a finger at the bread she was holding, and she handed it to him with a sigh. Without a word, he stuffed it back in the packs, then came over and sat next to her. 

“What’s floating through that head of yours, Kir?”

She didn’t really want to talk about it. Ian was a touchy subject, a feeling of heartbreak and loss that she hadn’t quite figured out how to deal with. He’d been the spark of her rebellion, the drive to want more than Sanctuary had to offer. He’d been the catalyst for change, but the price of that had been his life. Herzin had nearly killed them both, yet the Allseer had seen fit to spare her life and not his. She wasn’t sure she’d ever understand why. 

“Just thinking about the past,” she said softly, watching the leaves sway in the surrounding trees. 

“Any part in particular?” he pried, leaning into her. 

“Would it offend you if I said I didn’t want to talk about it?” she asked, leaning back on her hands and tilting her head towards him. He gave her a sad smile but shook his head. 

“Of course not. I understand the feeling.” He let a comfortable moment of silence pass between them before he spoke again. “Just know I’m here and my ears are open. We’ve got a long way to travel. We can’t have either of us drifting into despair, all right? This trip will be gloomy enough without us both moping.”

Kirheen snorted. “Okay, fine. No moping.”

The rest of the way through the forest was spent in a daze, her mind lost in the gentle clip-clop of the horse’s hooves and the mesmerizing calls and hums of the forest denizens. Day faded, turning the forest into a hazy orange and yellow. The grass came alive with the sound of crickets, creating music that spoke of the approaching night. 

They found Wicker’s Rest just as the last of daylight was slipping away. A torch shone brightly in the path before them, and beyond it, they could see the inn. The inn was roughly put together, a mixture of stone and wood and wear. It was obvious the place had been there for some time, a steady presence the forest hadn’t been able to eradicate. 

As they stopped near the inn, a young man stepped towards them holding up a torch. The fire created a bubble of light around him, a warmth he enwrapped them in with his approach. “Hello there! You looking to stop for the night?” he questioned, squinting up at them. “We’ve rooms available.”

“We are,” Tomias called, giving a friendly smile before swinging out of his saddle. He hit the ground with a huff, giving his mare a few pats as he took the reins and approached the boy. The boy gave Tomias a strange look, his eyes lingering on his white hair. He took the reins cautiously and then turned to Kirheen. She slid from her horse with some effort, gathered up a few packs, and threw them over her shoulder. The boy took the horses, leading them off to a well-tended barn to the right of the inn. 

“I’ll take good care of ‘em,” he said over his shoulder. He could be heard introducing himself to the horses as he led them away and it made Kirheen smile. 

“My lad ain’t lying,” said the innkeeper from the doorway, startling them both. “He’s good with the horses. Got a knack for it. Come on in, got stew cooking.” The innkeeper was a tall, burly man with reddish hair and a thick beard. He moved slowly, as if in a constant state of pain, his right leg dragging behind him. He grimaced with each step but, despite the pain, his eyes shone with a warmth Kirheen hadn’t been expecting.

The front room of the inn was small, a few tables hugging the outer edges of the room. There was a rustic bar, its base made of stone and topped with a beautiful slab of wood, polished to a bright sheen. The room was filled with the scent of warm stew, and it made her stomach grumble. There were no signs of any other travelers having stopped for the night, the common room empty. 

The innkeeper beckoned them to the chairs at the bar. He disappeared around the corner and came back with two steaming bowls heaped with a thick stew. He set them down on the bar and handed them both a wooden spoon. “Eat your fill. You look hungry.”

“That’s kind of you. Thank you,” Tomias said. He slid into the seat at the bar and wasted no time digging into his meal. Kirheen was quick to follow, her lack of sustenance getting the better of her. Her stomach groaned and she picked up her spoon, scooping hefty chunks of beef and vegetables into her mouth with glee. 

When they had finished, the bowls were cleared, and mugs of sweet cider were put in their place. Kirheen sipped her drink, satisfied now that her belly was full. “Thank you for the meal,” she said to the innkeeper, giving him a smile. He nodded, wiping the bar down in lazy circles. 

“The name’s Fern. My boy out there taking care of your horses is Davin. What brings you this way? Looks like you came down from up north.”

Tomias nodded. “Yeah, we did. We took an extended visit with our uncle up in the Greenspur. You might know him. His name is Therin. He’s traveled this way a time or two.”

Fern shrugged. “Can’t say I do. See lots of folks up and down
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