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      Where are you?

      Atrion stood untouched in the silvery cascade of rain that ran and dripped from the branches and leaves of Veloria’s verdant canopy. A tremble of thunder stretched across the unseen sky, echoing his troubled thoughts. How could this section of forest be unfamiliar to him? He knew exactly where he should be, except the landscape had changed.

      He turned in place, searching for the path that should have been there—right beside the Wordless Cascade that was also missing. It had been the last place he had seen his brother, where Eraekryst had revealed the truth about his memories.

      Lack of memories, Atrion amended, heartbroken. His own brother did not remember him—not their childhood together, not their relationship at all. They might as well have been strangers exchanging pleasantries. Veloria meant nothing to Eraekryst; how could he think of it as his home without any ties to it? How could he feel any connection to their people if they did not exist in his mind?

      The truth remains that you came back. That idea gave him heart. And the notion that Eraekryst had feigned familiarity. You did it to spare me grief, and though it was a failed plan, I know you care. He paced through the undergrowth, which stubbornly did not give him easy passage.

      At the most, it had been a few days since Atrion had left his brother alone. He had needed that time to sort through his emotions and come to terms with his brother’s current state. He had regretted encouraging Eraekryst to leave Veloria a second time, and he started to grow angry with himself for walking away when his brother needed him most. Seldom did he feel the burn of rage, and this was what had inspired him to swallow his sorrow and seek his brother’s company.

      Except that he could not find him. Nor could Atrion sense Eraekryst’s presence anywhere.

      Tell me you did not leave. I will never forgive myself if you have gone again. He knelt to the ground and placed his hand upon the damp substrate. A trace of Light left his fingers, a traveling flash amongst the greenery. It disappeared from his sight, and he sighed.

      “Why will you not speak to me?” he asked the forest aloud. The trees were silent, as though they withheld a secret.

      He moved a distance away, hoping for a clue through a broader perspective. Was it possible he had erred in his location? He had been so certain this was the right place….

      You did not linger here once I left, Atrion concluded. But then where did you go? He turned away, unaccustomed to this feeling of frustration. Perhaps Eraekryst was cross with him and rightly so. His return had been less than welcoming.

      Chierond would know where you are, but I could not find him either. It was a fact that bothered him more than a little, that both his brother and the Eldest had seemingly vanished. His last resort would be to go to the Great Tree of Iliantheria, for through its roots and through its boughs, all the Ilangiel were connected. It had been the only means to know that Eraekryst was still alive during the many years he was gone. Atrion turned his back on the unfamiliar terrain and started on his final plan.

      He had not taken five steps when he glimpsed a blossom nearly hidden amongst the herbaceous leaves and mosses. The flower was no bigger than a chipmunk’s ear, but it was silvery blue—a star with its own subtle light. The rays of its petals reached toward him, and as he bent to examine it, he could see the thin, pale stem continued like a vine along the ground, back in the direction from which he had come.

      Atrion knew all the flora and fauna in this part of Veloria, but this was a flower he had never seen. He turned around and discovered another blossom behind his feet. How he had not noticed it before, he could not say, but as his eyes attuned to their shape, he found a trail of them sparsely dotting the forest floor. Intrigued, he followed it, and he would swear the branches and vines pressed in on him the further he went.

      In the thickest tangle of vegetation, he spied a most unnatural object. The polished wood surface was all but buried—tucked away in a niche of rocks and ivy. He pulled the item free and gaped at the Human instrument. It was the one his brother had brought with him. Eyes wide, he scoured the setting, knowing Eraekryst would not abandon such a treasure. “Brother….”

      There were more flowers beckoning, and as he raised his eyes from the earth to follow their ascent up the trunk of a tree, he felt his heart grow cold. He pushed past the branches and leaves until he was an arm’s length from the arbor. Trembling, he pressed his hand against the bark. A flurry of images assailed him—so quickly that he could not say what any of them were. But he felt warmth, and he heard music— Atrion fell back, both stunned and horrified. He looked at the tree anew, emotion threatening to swallow him.

      He fell to his knees. “Why? Why would he do this to you? What cause…?” He took a breath and turned away. “I was wrong to leave you. Forgive me. I… I will see this undone.” He gently set the violin amongst the roots and had the leaves cover it from the rain.

      The burning was much stronger this time, and Atrion left to unleash his fury upon the one who had inspired it.
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        * * *

      

      The Voice of the Forest faced him, his expression unyielding.

      “By what right have you done this?” Atrion demanded. It was as though Chierond had been waiting for him, and he had little doubt that that had been the case.

      “By my right,” Chierond said. “There is much you do not understand.”

      “Then perhaps you best explain. Tell me why my brother is held prisoner in his own home.”

      “He has been tainted by the Durangiel. His volition is not his own; he is being guided by another, darker force.”

      Atrion stared at him. “You allude to the Huntress. I do not believe it to be true, and if it is, tell me by what proof you make such a claim.”

      “You are young, Atrion, and for this reason you cannot see as I do. Your sentiments cloud your sight.”

      “And your age clouds yours,” he countered, not caring if he should be deemed disrespectful. “You want to believe his presence here is the result of some external force. Why is it so impossible to accept that he has come home because this is his home? He came to us for help, and what has it done him?” Atrion began to pace. “‘Tis we who betray him.”

      “To you I ask: why return to a place of which you have no recollection? If we are not present in his mind, then what ties bind him here?” Chierond asked.

      “The Forgotten sent him,” Atrion said. “He has no means of recovering his memories but to return home. He wishes to remember.”

      Chierond moved toward him. “Are you so certain? Your brother has ever had his own motives, and they are not so innocent.”

      “You paint him a villain,” Atrion said in disbelief. “Why? What wrong has he done to you?”

      “His interests are not with his people. He consorts with demons, mortals, and the Durangiel. His heart does not dwell here. I tell you nothing you do not know.”

      “He was taken, through no choice of his own. And what curiosity he has in the mortals is not a crime punishable by internment.” He opened his hands. “Once, you were close. I cannot understand what has changed between you.”

      Chierond’s tone softened. “He has changed. I cannot force you to see it, but you will in time.”

      “Not if he has been silenced,” Atrion said. “I will prove you wrong. I know my brother, even if he does not know me. It is my choice to help him and my role to stand beside him.” He closed the gap between the Eldest, holding his gaze. “Free him. Now.”

      There was a moment of silence, where the tension thickened, and Chierond’s expression hardened into stone. Atrion, however, did not withdraw.

      “Very well,” Chierond said tightly. “His freedom will depend upon your vigilance. Prove to me his intentions are pure, and I will see that he is included in the building of the Bridge. If his purpose is corrupt, then he will be banished from Veloria.”

      Atrion could not hide his surprise. “Chierond⁠—”

      “My decision stands, or I will not release him.”

      “Very well,” Atrion said quietly. “And for my part, if he should leave because of this apparent distrust, I will not forgive you.”

      “So be it.”

      This time, the forest was more accommodating to their passage. A path stretched before them, and as they reached what had been a tangle of vines and foliage, Chierond took note of the flowers. “He has never been one for silence.”

      “I am glad for it,” Atrion said defiantly. He approached the tree and gently took up the violin, then stepped away as Chierond took his place.

      The bark began to crumble, the branches to diminish. The entire tree shrank and collapsed into a flesh and blood form. Eraekryst remained, huddled and trembling and beneath the scrutiny of the Eldest. Atrion came between them immediately, crouching at his brother’s side with the violin.

      His head still bent so that his face was hidden, Eraekryst spoke in a low, quiet tone. “This was a mistake. I am unwelcome and unwanted here.”

      Atrion took a breath. “That is not true. This never should have happened, and I am more than sorry that it has.” He offered his brother the instrument. “I know this means much to you.”

      Eraekryst took it in trembling fingers. “She destroys the Silence.”

      Atrion reached to touch his shoulder, but Eraekryst angled away. “Not yet. They are still speaking.”

      “I want to help you,” Atrion said, perplexed. “I vow I’ll not leave you again. Please, let me help you to remember.” He stood and held out his hand.

      At last his brother lifted his head, and Atrion could see the pain behind his eyes. But when those eyes turned to Chierond, they hardened into ice.

      “There is no choice,” Chierond said. “You will be Atrion’s charge, under his constant vigil.”

      “Of course,” Eraekryst said flatly, ignoring his brother’s hand and standing on his own.

      “Do not dismiss his compassion,” Chierond warned. “He is responsible for your freedom.”

      “Freedom,” Eraekryst echoed, plucking a string on the instrument.

      “I am not your keeper. I am your brother,” Atrion said. “You see here no tether. It is my hope you will realize our connection. We can reforge what once was.” His frown turned to a slight smile. “We have time, Eraekryst.”

      Atrion did not allow the following silence to prevail. “Come, brother, let us leave Chierond to his business. I am certain he has much to do.” He left the Eldest, turning back once to make certain Eraekryst was following him. Though he could not begin to understand the root of Chierond’s distrust, he did know the Eldest had made his task that much harder to regain Eraekryst’s faith. They walked a distance and descended into a valley, where fog had replaced the rain in an earthbound cloud. Atrion stopped at a streamside and invited his brother to sit with him among the large rocks on the bank.

      “‘Twas here where we would convene in secrecy,” Atrion said, hoping to snare Eraekryst’s curiosity. He was awarded only with a melancholy stare.

      “You would always have an idea for mischief,” he continued, determined not to become discouraged. “By your guidance, we stole many a magical trinket and offended more than a few of Veloria’s residents.” He pulled a flute from the pack on his back. “Emandine, the Galurian nymph. This had been hers. I had not known this when you gifted it to me. As I learned to play it, I wondered why all the fish in the streams would leap and twist from the water. One day I chanced to play it where she dwelt, and not two notes later, I was at the bottom of her pool.” He smiled as he studied the instrument. “She realized I was not you, and she let me go, along with the flute.”

      “I cannot speak to this,” Eraekryst said without emotion.

      “I know, but perhaps this will be one of many recollections that will remind you of your place here.” Atrion played a short tune, and the fish in the stream splashed and danced as he had described. When he had finished, he saw Eraekryst watching him with interest. “What of your instrument, brother?”

      Eraekryst traced the strings of the violin with his finger. “‘Twas a gift from the Lady. She desired to give me a voice to stave the Silence.”

      “You speak in riddles,” Atrion said.

      “Nay, I speak in memory.”

      “Who was this ‘Lady?’ Did she have a name?”

      “The Lady Catherine, Countess of Silvarn.”

      “How did you meet her?”

      Eraekryst lifted his head to stare into the fog, his brow furrowing. “I cannot recall. She claims we danced.”

      Atrion sat forward on the rock. “You danced amongst the Humans undiscovered,” he said, intrigued. “Tell me more, great teller of tales. You told me so many in our youth. This one, however, is not a work of fiction.”

      “It is not,” Eraekryst confirmed, “but words fail when they know not what to describe.”

      Atrion’s shoulders slumped.

      “Do you wish to meet her?”

      Atrion gaped at him. “I…I do not understand how….”

      Eraekryst said nothing but looked at him as he placed the violin beneath his chin. Then he closed his eyes and began to play.

      Atrion guessed the melody was based upon a Human tune, but as the basic patterns shifted, he could hear Eraekryst had infused his own elements. The longer he listened, the closer the fog embraced them. A beam of sunlight broke through the overhead clouds and turned the veiled air to amber. From the mist she appeared, and Atrion blinked once, then twice to ensure that the vision was real.

      She was Human—a middle-aged Human with long, dark hair streaked with silver. She wore a pale gown that reached to the ground, though when she walked, Atrion could see that her feet were bare. There was nothing immediate to set her apart from any other mortal he had chanced upon, but then she seemed to spy Eraekryst, and she smiled. Therein was her magic.

      Her face lit with sunshine, and gracefully she danced and swayed to the melody. She laughed in silence, her eyes glistening with tears that slid over her cheeks and into the creases by her lips. She floated to Eraekryst’s side, and as the song reached its softening end, she touched his hair and kissed the top of his head. He lowered the violin and set down the bow, allowing his fingers to interlock with hers—just for a heartbeat before she faded from sight, and the sunlight hid again.

      “Eraekryst,” Atrion whispered. “How…?”

      His brother looked at him, his expression clouded. “She is beyond my reach.”

      The revelation struck him at once. He had loved, and that love had gone. Atrion could not find any words of consolation. He knew Eraekryst did not expect them of him. The truth was that he had shared a piece of his heart, despite the fact he sat facing a stranger who claimed to be his brother. Suddenly he wanted to return the gesture. He wanted with all his heart to give Eraekryst so great a gift.

      “You must see my memories,” Atrion said. “I know that you can. I wish it of you.”

      Eraekryst frowned. “No.”

      “Please. You will see as I have seen. I have nothing to hide from you.”

      Eraekryst stood and turned away from him. “I will not,” he said adamantly.

      “Do you not wish to know your past? Do you not⁠—”

      “I cannot!” The response was as sharp as it was final.

      “You…you are not ready,” Atrion said. “It is too much, too soon. Forgive me. I meant no transgression. I merely wanted to⁠—”

      “History,” Eraekryst said, still turned away. “Tell me about the history of our people.”

      Slightly confused by the abrupt change in topic, Atrion had no reason to deny him. “Very well. I suppose I should start with the War….”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            THE WITNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the first time Charasida had ever truly felt alone. Her father was gone when she had awoken, leaving her and Liat to wait in the caverns. She had told herself not to cry, but it had been hard to hold the tears back when all she wanted was for her father to return. Of everyone, he had made her feel safe, and the thought of never seeing him again seemed like the worst fate she could imagine.

      But it did get worse. Liat had gone to fetch water, and when he returned he seemed nervous. He had pointed to the back of the cavern, to one of the dark tunnels Ethuellia had warned her not to enter. Though he could not speak, she knew the word he mouthed. Hide. The urgency frightened her, and she did as he asked without question.

      She went far enough into the tunnel that the soft light of the main cavern barely reached her, and there she waited, her heart pounding. Two voices reached her ears: one was unfamiliar, the other belonged to Droka. She heard Droka say he was sorry, and there were sounds that followed that she could not place. Then there was silence. She waited for what seemed like a thousand years, and the light-bearing sigils in the main cavern grew dark.

      Over and over Chara told herself there was nothing to fear from the dark, but it was more than the dark. Something bad had happened, and she did not want to see it. So she stayed where she was, shivering and wishing for her father to return. She even tried to talk to the Great Spirits, promising to be extra well-behaved if they would come to her aid.

      That was when she remembered the skystone necklace her mother had given her. She pulled it from her shirt and cupped the stone in her hands. It started to emit a weak glow—weaker than a candle flame—so she could see the stone itself but nearly nothing of her surroundings. It was like sitting in a hole with a firefly. So she tried to hum some of the songs her mother taught her, but then she worried someone or something might hear her. Like the monster that ate Trinus. Monsters lived in dark places like forests and caves….

      Chara nearly leapt out of her skin when she felt something crawl over her hand. “It’s just a spider,” she whispered. “I like spiders. It’s here to keep me company.”

      But time and time again she thought of the monster, and soon she could think of nothing else. She tried to reason why her father would have to leave to protect her. It made no sense at all, and he had not explained it to her. Why did he leave her alone? When would her mother come to get her? What if no one came to get her?

      That was enough to send her to tears, and she did not fight them. Between her strained senses and the exhaustion from crying, she fell into a restless sleep. She dreamt her father was walking with her in the woods, holding her hand. It started to grow dark, and when she looked up at him, he had turned into a shadowy monster with glowing eyes. She tried to run away, but he held onto her hand so tightly she could not escape.

      She woke with a start at the sound of different voices. At first she had thought they were part of her dream, but the skystone and its hint of a glow was proof she was awake. Straining to hear, it was not so much what was being said as the recognition of Ethuellia’s voice that excited her. They had come for her at last!

      Chara tucked the skystone away and crawled back the way she thought she had come. She heard Salia’s voice too—she sounded upset—her rising volume allowing Chara to distinguish her words.

      “…betrayed us. All that we fought for is gone, and we have lost too many lives to this battle.”

      “If he took the girl and the Sigil with him, we need to find him immediately. He will have to answer for this.”

      Their voices started to fade, and Chara realized in horror that they were leaving.

      “Wait!” she cried. “Wait! I’m here!” Frantically, she tried to find her way, catching the soft aura of the main cavern where the light had been rekindled. If they left, it would grow dark again soon.

      “Don’t go!” Chara scrambled into the main cavern and froze, the light eerily catching a still form upon the ground. She did not want to see it, but she had to move past it to get to the outside. Her eyes could not wrest from it, and she knew it was Liat, and she knew he was dead.

      She stopped a few feet from him, eyes wide. Without knowing why, she rounded and glimpsed his face. He stared back, unblinking, frozen in a lasting expression of surprise and pain.

      Chara screamed. And screamed again, louder and with all her heart. And then she sobbed, falling to her knees. Blinded by her tears, she was hardly aware she was no longer alone until Ethuellia was holding her, trying to soothe her with her words. But the dam had burst, and Chara cried harder.

      “It will be all right,” the priestess said. “We are here now. We’re going to leave this place.”

      “But Liat…” Chara gasped between sobs.

      “His spirit is free,” Ethuellia said. “Come, child.”

      “She can tell us what happened,” Salia said.

      Ethuellia frowned. “Once she is calm and rested. She has seen more than enough, and there may be harder times to come.”
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        * * *

      

      Scorch set the basket of food down near Wraith’s pallet. “You gotta eat somethin’,” he said to his friend. “I don’t have an appetite either, but if she wakes up, she’s gonna need us.”

      Wraith’s abysmal stare was directed at the ceiling, and it did not swerve at the arrival of food. “If she wakes up,” he said in a hoarse voice. There were dark bruises around his throat where the demon had gripped it, and his hand was wrapped from where the staff had burned it.

      All in all, Scorch felt they had been fairly lucky. Though Wraith had been sick to his stomach, and Scorch himself suffered a nasty bruise on his shoulder, their injuries were minor compared to the hacks, gouges, stabs, and slices the Nemelorean warriors endured. And so many had died….

      “She’s one tough lady,” Scorch said, summoning the words a good friend should utter. “She’s gonna be alright.”

      At last Wraith turned his black eyes upon him. “I failed her, Scorch. I was supposed to protect her. The one thing I promised to do.”

      “Look, it all happened pretty fast.” Scorch held out his hands. “Even if she had been in the room, we didn’t know your curse wouldn’t work.”

      “We did,” Wraith said solemnly. “I just didn’t wanna believe it. I never should’ve let her leave the room.”

      “Yeah, ‘cuz she would’ve listened to you.” Scorch sighed and sat down across from him. “Things happened the way they happened, and now we’ve gotta deal with it.” He pushed the basket closer to the pallet, but not before he took a pastry for himself. “So,” he said, munching, “what can we do?”

      “Nothing,” came the flat tone. “Nothing but wait.”

      “Wrong,” Scorch said, shaking his head.

      “Then you tell me.” Wraith sat up with a wince. “You know something I don’t.”

      Scorch shrugged. “Well, I heard the priestess brought back the kid. The girl was pretty upset about something.”

      Wraith stared.

      “We could go talk to her,” Scorch said, as though the answer was obvious. “Make her feel better.”

      “I don’t talk to kids.”

      “Ever try? This is Kari’s daughter.”

      “You’re still missing the real question,” Wraith said.

      Scorch frowned. “No… It’s just I was trying to keep it light. Crow was gone, and the warrior left with Chara was dead.”

      “And the Sigil?”

      “Gone,” Scorch muttered.

      “I knew it!” Wraith exerted too much strength in his bruised throat and started to cough. When he finished, he was forced to take a minute to catch his breath. “That…bloodrot bastard… turned on us. On his own kid.”

      Scorch looked sullenly at the floor.

      “We can’t help the girl. But we can go after that traitor.”

      Scorch looked up. “What?”

      “Drag his cowardly ass back here,” Wraith said. “If he’s gonna take the Sigil to the demons, we should try to stop him.”

      “Good plan.” Scorch nodded strongly. “Except you forgot who we’re dealin’ with.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Scorch had mouthed the words as his friend uttered them. “I know you don’t. But now we’re back to how it was before we left the Seroko. Before we even found Kari. No one ever said then just how we were supposed to capture a Dark Wizard—not to mention a ‘demon.’”

      “He ain’t immortal, Scorch.”

      “Neither are we,” the thief cried. “And now we know he can do more than just break your nose.”

      Wraith folded his arms.

      “Let’s just think this through for once,” Scorch continued. “I get that you wanna break him in half. But maybe we just gotta wait. Dontcha wanna be there when Kari wakes up?” He could see Wraith’s hardened expression soften. “Crow ain’t gonna be. She’s gonna need a friend. She’s got two right here.”

      Wraith slowly nodded.

      “Good. And while you’re bein’ sensible, why dontcha eat something?” Scorch stood and headed for the door.

      “Where’re you going?”

      He gave Wraith a grim smile. “There’s a little girl who’s all alone. I’m gonna talk to her.”
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        * * *

      

      Scorch was not sure what to expect when he knocked on the door to Kariayla’s room. He knew Kariayla was being cared for elsewhere, but when a golden-eyed, feathery-winged version of her opened the door with a humorless expression, he almost lost all nerve. Almost.

      Guess she’s not alone, he thought. “Um…I’m Kari’s friend. I came to speak with—” Aw, shit—what was her name? “Cara—yeah.”

      “‘Cara.’” The Nemelorean raised her chin and folded her arms, staring sternly up at him.

      “Kari’s girl. I just…wanted to talk to her. Make sure she’s alright.”

      “Chara is fine,” the woman said. She started to close the door.

      “Wait!” Scorch stuck his foot in the gap, wincing when she none-too-lightly tried to pull it shut. “Ow. Alright, so I don’t know her really well, but I’m still here to see her.”

      She reluctantly allowed him entry, and Scorch could see Chara sitting on the floor, staring out the window with her back toward him. He approached the girl, and when she glanced at him, he could see she had been crying.

      Hope I don’t mess this up. Scorch smiled for her. “Can I sit here with you?”

      Chara shrugged and nodded.

      “You doin’ alright, kid?”

      She shook her head.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Lotta bad stuff happened in a short time.” Scorch tried to see what she was staring at outside. “I’m gonna bet you’ve got alotta questions, and no one’s giving you answers.”

      He heard a sound from the Nemelorean woman but ignored her. “I’ll tell you what… Ol’ Scorch don’t know everything, but I’ll give ya three questions, and I’ll do my best to answer you straight. But I’ll tell ya now, be careful what you ask, ‘cuz I’m gonna tell you the truth—ready for it or not.”

      Scorch had her attention now, because she studied him skeptically. “You promise to tell only the truth,” Chara said.

      “I swear it—thief’s honor.”

      “Thieves have no honor,” the Nemelorean woman said. “We’ve already talked with Chara about the situation.”

      “Situation? Well, then you won’t mind if I tell her again—my way. She’s the one askin’ the questions.”

      The response was an irritated sigh.

      “Alright, kid. Ask away,” Scorch said.

      “Is…” Chara looked and her hands and took a deep breath. “Is my mother going to die?”

      You knew that was comin’. “The truth? I don’t know. She was hurt pretty bad, but she’s also pretty tough.” Scorch rubbed the back of his neck. “What I do know is that she’s in good hands, and maybe if she knows you’re here waiting for her, that’ll make her even stronger.”

      The girl seemed to consider his answer, and Scorch thought it a good sign that she did not burst into tears. She did, however, lift her eyes to meet his. “When can I see her?”

      “Um… When we’re done talking?”

      Chara’s eyes widened in hope. “Really?”

      “No,” the woman said from behind them.

      “Why not?” Scorch asked.

      She stared him down. “Why do you think?”

      Scorch shook his head and shrugged.

      “Are you going to force me to explain it to you in private?”

      “No… You can explain it now, with her listening,” Scorch said.

      “She’s a child,” the woman said, raising her voice. “It’s not appropriate for her to see her mother in such a fragile state.”

      “I don’t care,” Chara challenged. “I saw Trinus get eaten, and I saw Liat in the cavern. My mother needs me.”

      “You heard her,” Scorch said to the woman. “Chara’s got a point.”

      “This is not an option.”

      “What’s your name?” Scorch asked.

      “It’s Salia,” Chara said.

      “Look, Salia—I can’t believe I’m sayin’ this, but for the first time in my life, I’ll be the responsible adult. Whatever happens, it’s on me.”

      Salia scowled.

      “Good. It’s settled.” Scorch redirected his attention to Chara. “What’s the last question?”

      “It’s not a question,” Chara said, “but something I need to tell you. But you have to believe me.”

      “We’ve been through this already,” Salia said. “Your father lied to you, Chara.”

      “My father doesn’t lie,” the girl asserted. She looked at Scorch pleadingly. “My father took the Sigil to protect me. He didn’t kill Liat.”

      “Whoa, alright.” Scorch blinked. “I wasn’t there, so I can’t say anything about it.”

      “You believe me, don’t you?” Chara asked. “No one will listen to me.”

      “Yeah… yeah, I believe you,” he said, his thoughts a whirlwind.

      The girl managed a smile. “Can we see my mother now?”

      Scorch stood and offered her his hand. “If you’re sure.” He purposely did not acknowledge Salia, who stood like a statue at the door.

      “I’m sure.”

      He was surprised the Nemelorean did not try to stop them, though she did follow at a distance. Chara seemed to know where she was going, so he let her tow him along. When they reached the room, they found the door was ajar, and a dedicate was on her way out. She nearly collided with them.

      “What is this?” she asked, eyeing Chara and Scorch, then settling on Salia.

      “I can’t dissuade them from seeing her,” Salia said testily.

      “But I just changed her ban⁠—”

      Chara had already pushed her way inside, and Scorch had followed. The atmosphere was quiet, solemn. Kariayla lay still upon a pallet, covered by a light blanket. There were candles lit around her, the pungent scent of incense, and a small statue of a Nemelorean woman standing beside a bowl of rosewater.

      Chara ignored it all and made straight for her mother’s side. Scorch watched as she took Kariayla’s hand. “I’m here, Mother.”

      With some hesitation, Scorch joined her, sitting on an adjacent pillow. “Hey, Kari—ayla. You got a couple visitors.”

      Kariayla, of course, did not stir. It was eerie how perfectly still she lay, and Scorch tried not to squirm. He had a weak stomach being around the sick and the ailing, but this was important to Chara… And for all he knew, Kariayla could hear them.

      “You have to get better,” Chara said. “Mr. Scorch is here with me. I told him what happened in the Caverns, and he believes me.” She pressed Kariayla’s hand to her cheek. “Father had to go. I miss him, and I miss you. I’ll keep asking the Great Spirits to help you.” She kissed her hand and set it down. “Please wake up soon.”

      Chara wiped her eyes on her sleeve and looked at Scorch. “We should go.”

      “Already? But you just got here.”

      “When Father was hurt, Mother said I shouldn’t be too close, because he couldn’t sleep and get better. I want her to get better faster.”

      That’s a strange thing to tell a kid, but I’m sure there was a reason. “Hey, if you wanna go, we’ll go.” Scorch stood.

      “I almost forgot!” Chara bolted to her feet and zipped out the door before Scorch could blink. In an awkward moment, he looked from Kariayla to Salia—who had just stepped inside.

      He shrugged. “I think she’s comin’ back.” Then he turned back to Kariayla and added under his breath, “We need you. I’ll do my best to watch your girl, but I’m not good at this kinda thing.”

      Chara came dashing in again, an object in her hand.

      “Whatcha got, kid?”

      She set a blue candle near the statue. “It’s a statue of Eruane. She’ll protect Mother. The candle is from the Alori. I think if we light it, they’ll come to help her.”

      “Well, that’s something I can help with,” Scorch said. He pulled a little stick out of his pocket and snapped it in half. Both ends flared in a small flame, one of which he blew out. The other he handed to Chara. “You gotta be quick, or you’ll burn your fingers. Go light it.”

      Eagerly she did, then blew out the flame as he did. They both stared at it a moment, entranced by the blue flame burning at the wick. A sweet, flowery scent began to mingle with the incense.

      “Alright, kid. What do ya want to do now?” Scorch asked gently.

      “Can we go visit Narga? I need to talk to her about my father.”

      “Um…sure…” Scorch scratched his chin. “Who’s Narga?”
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      The pain was unlike anything Kariayla had ever felt. It made her sick inside, and on the outside it seared and throbbed mercilessly. And weak—she was too weak to move—almost too weak to open her eyes. She wanted to return to the darkness, the numbness, but she had a feeling that to return to such a state would be the end of her.

      What greeted her when she was able to force open her eyes was a grim sight. There were three of them kneeling around her…three hooded forms to speak to the severity of her situation. Her condition must be bleak indeed if the Alori had come to her. But were they here to help her or to guide her spirit to eternal rest?

      The figure closest to her head held a jar in his hand. He dipped his fingers into it and reached to draw something upon her forehead. Immediately Kariayla began to feel dizzy. The figure at her side set some sort of red amulet upon her chest, and it started to shimmer. The third figure at her feet lifted his hands, and suddenly, her world became another.

      The pain was gone, and she was standing in an alpine meadow. Scarlet flowers adorned the rocks around her, and her vivid stage was made more dramatic by the blue-black clouds mounting behind the bright Haloan peaks. Kariayla was in awe, not daring to question where she was, how she got there, or the fact that she could feel the strengthening breeze as the storm approached. The three Alori were with her, silent and…waiting? She felt a nameless apprehension, as though this moment existed merely in anticipation of some significant event to come.

      They had guided her here, opened the door to this world so that she could escape the one she was in. But why?

      The answer, it seemed, was heading for her. A dark cloud descended and condensed, assuming a decided form. As it neared, the dense vapor became solid edges and features. The cool tones warmed into deeper-hued flesh, and long, black locks of hair cascaded behind her in the wind, flowing into a pair of black, feathery wings against her back. Her gray dress was like mist, swirling and sparkling faintly as she approached with long, determined strides. But it was her face that Kariayla was compelled to regard. She was youthful but no longer a child. Her round gray eyes were as bright as the mountains behind her, and the sky seemed to move inside them—not a reflection—but a world of its own.

      “What is this?” Kariayla murmured uncertainly, staring back at the image of herself.

      “You know what this is,” the Other said, stopping a few paces away.

      Kariayla tore her focus back toward the Alori. “This is…some kind of trap.” The hooded figures did not move, did not respond at all to her accusation.

      “Why would you believe such a thing?” came the voice from behind her.

      Kariayla, prickles down her spine, spun to face herself—rather, the Spirit who chose to look like her.

      “A ‘trap,’ implies distrust. Fear.” The Other tilted her head to study her. “But you know me.”

      Kariayla took a step back. “I know you tried to take my life from me.” The memories were all too clear, when Eruane, Spirit of the Storm, had decided to physically possess her. Kariayla had lost power of her body, forced to act under Eruane’s whim, not knowing if she would ever regain control again. The Ravenstone had forcibly separated them, but for years Kariayla had been left wondering if or when Eruane would return. It would seem now was that dreaded moment.

      Eruane’s expression softened. “Your life. My existence. They were once one in the same.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kariayla said, retreating another step.

      “The Alori brought you here to offer you the truth. This was the only way I could reach you,” Eruane said. “You had found a way to shut me out.” The clouds in her eyes grew darker; she sounded almost sorrowful.

      “The Alori…” Kariayla shook her head. “I never lit the candle. I did not ask them to come. I did not accept the offer.”

      “No,” Eruane said. “Your daughter did. She wanted to help you. You need help, and so do I. We need each other.”

      “No,” Kariayla said. “I don’t need you.” She turned and started to run, not knowing where she was running to. Suddenly the scarlet flowers looked like spatterings of blood, and the sky had turned an awful rusty hue. The meadow trembled beneath her feet, and a powerful gale knocked her to the ground.

      Eruane came to stand over her. “You must stop this foolishness. There is no time for it. Come with me.” She held out her hand.

      Kariayla stared at it as though it was covered in maggots. “I will not,” she gritted.

      The Spirit’s brow furrowed. “I never imagined you would grow so strong. This will be your undoing. I mean you no harm, but you must know the truth if we are to survive.”

      Confusion started to replace Kariayla’s fear. Was there any alternative? She was trapped in this world without any means of defense. With more than a little reluctance, she sat forward and started to grasp Eruane’s hand.

      She was engulfed by a vision: a Nemelorean man and woman holding an infant.

      “I wanted to know mortality,” Eruane’s voice said. “I wanted to know the fragility of life, the world of emotion, the definition of finite. I was within the woman when the spark was created inside her. I left a piece of my being with the unborn child.”

      The image shifted to a swaddled infant being brought to the temple by the Nemelorean man. “The woman perished after you were born, and your father could not care for you. Already there were signs of your innate power.” The vision darkened.

      “You are truly a Daughter of the Storm; you are a part of me,” Eruane continued in the abyss. “I had hoped to rejoin you when you had experienced enough to share with me the pieces that make up a mortal life. But you grew strong and without knowledge of who you truly were.”

      Kariayla merely stood there in the void, assimilating all Eruane had said. “What am I, then?” she whispered in horror to herself. “Am I half a being? A puppet? A loose string yet to be tied?”

      “You are ‘Kariayla,’ a mortal who has forged her own life as mortals do. You have loved, you have conceived, and you have known the struggles of survival. You chose a battle you could not win, and now you suffer.”

      Eruane’s echo of a voice solidified as she came to join Kariayla in the darkness. She stood beside her, gazing at the nothingness. “Why have the cries of the people been ignored? It is because I have not the strength to help them.” From the darkness came the sight of an abandoned village. Eruane walked into the vision, and Kariayla followed. It was eerily silent, but as they progressed, it became clear that the village had not been abandoned at all. There were the remains of the inhabitants—all in advanced stages of decay. Children lay next to their parents amongst toppled and broken possessions. This had been a massacre.

      “This was not the only village to fall; there will be many more,” Eruane said. She suddenly looked emaciated and worn. “My power fades as I remain divided.” Her sunken eyes fell upon Kariayla, pleading. “You have the desire to help. It is why you strove to end the conflict of the Ravenstone. It is why you continue to serve your people, despite the wrongs done to you. You know the Dark One is rising, and your Demon will not be able to stand alone.”

      “My Demon?” Kariayla asked. “He is with Chara, protecting the Sigil. He is not alone; the Skyguard are with them.”

      “Did you believe this arrangement would stand?” Eruane asked. The village became the wilderness—a stretch of forest where a shrouded figure pressed his way amongst the trees.

      “No.” Kariayla watched him from afar. “What are you doing, Collin?” she whispered.

      “He has taken the Sigil to keep your daughter from danger,” Eruane said. “Except that his body is failing him, and he cannot complete his mission.”

      “But they were safe!” Kariayla cried.

      “There is more to this than you know. There is what he has not told you.”

      They watched as the Demon sank down to his knees and pulled free a costrel. He took a sip, then coughed out a mouthful of bloody water. Kariayla took a step toward him, but Eruane pushed the image away.

      “There is nowhere safe. Not for him, not for your daughter, and not for Secramore. You can change this. We must unite.”

      It was too much to take in—too much to fully understand. Kariayla closed her eyes and pressed her hands to her face. “What are you trying to tell me? I must give up my life to you? My daughter? My freedom?”

      “You may choose go back to your mortal life, but what will it offer you?” Eruane asked. “Whitestar has taken years from you, has drawn upon your energy beyond what you could spare. Your injuries continue to feed upon your strength, and your daughter will end up alone, without you. Her future will be bleak in the shadow of Ocranthos.”

      “You say this is the future, but I can yet be with her now,” Kariayla said. “She needs me, and whether I am ailing or crippled, it does not matter so long as I am there for her.” She pressed her hands to her chest. “This is what it means to be mortal.” She stared at the Spirit, the fire rising within her. “I have made my sacrifices for the ‘greater good.’ My first real family was with me when I carried the Ravenstone, and there was loss in the aftermath. No one will ever know—or care—about those sacrifices. And you ask me to risk those I love again? For a people who branded me, forgotten me, and then stole my daughter from me?”

      Kariayla bore into the Other. “Perhaps to you, a daughter is merely a vessel to help you understand what you cannot. To me, she is my world—my reason for being. In her is the future. I love her with all my heart. I don’t think you are capable of understanding love, or you would not be asking this of me.”

      “You say love is sacrifice,” Eruane said. “It is for this world that I beg you to consider this. The love of your daughter but also all that holds true for the lives around you. Together we can fight this threat. You can give her a future, but you cannot do so without being whole again.”

      “It was you who had control when last you possessed me. I was a prisoner in my own body, a will without a voice. If I join you, I will cease to exist.”

      Eruane held out her bony hand. “If you do not, we will both cease to exist. Your voice is stronger than my presence now. You will not be lost. You will gain the magic that once breathed through you. Your mortality will be an experience to be drawn upon, but time will not phase you. You can still be present for your daughter.”

      “It will not be the same,” Kariayla said.

      “Change is inevitable, but you have the choice to embrace it or wait until it takes you. You may doubt me, and you may question what I have shown you, but you have seen the truth. It cannot be unlearned.”

      “I cannot make this choice,” Kariayla cried, tears running down
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