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The Sun Healer and the Shadow Walker


Scorpia
The jade-colored bowl, handsomely hewn from blown glass and dragon tears, glints in the light. 
“The power within this mixing bowl makes any healer’s curatives more potent.”
“Who made this?” I ask the gaffer. I don’t doubt the bowl’s potency, but I would like to meet the glass-smith who works with dragon magic.
“Me, of course.” The man beams proudly, gesturing to the furnace and glassblowing tools behind him.
The gathering holds all the buzzing fascination I remember from my first Healer’s Samhain, a New Moon Samhain, when I was ten. Full Moon and New Moon Samhain nights each occur only every nineteen years. On these nights, when the veil between the worlds is thinner than any other, healers gather to commune with their shamanic kin and to draw otherworldly curative strength before settling in for the winter.
This year would be a black moon, the second new moon of the month, sister to the blue moon. The festival is always celebrated at the village of the oldest known healer, as it’s likely to be that healer’s last Healer’s Samhain.
Admiring the glass piece, my eyes surely wider than the mouth of the little bowl, I ask the gaffer, “Will you be demonstrating your skills?”
“My blowing skills, yes, but not my dragon magic work. It wouldn’t do to give away all my trade secrets,” he says with a wink.
“Of course.” I understand. I don’t give away too much of my own power either. “I’ll take this beautiful bowl, if you tell me when your next exhibit is.”
“Wonderful,” he says. “Tomorrow morning, I will demonstrate how I blow suck bowls. This one is twenty bowens.”
It was pricey, but a powerful acquisition for a healer who works with natural herbs.
“Who’s this beautiful healer buying fancy trinkets today?” a voice whispers into my ear, a body pressed against my back. Too close.
I turn, making to push the over-friendly intruder off, but when I see the bright, smiling face of my wicked offender, I laugh and throw my arms around his neck.
“Gareth.” It’s all I can say as I cling to my childhood friend, as though holding him tight enough could turn back time and keep him from ever leaving me.
He holds me just as tight and lifts me, my feet leaving the ground, and swings me side to side.
My first Healer’s Samhain was when I’d learned that Gareth, my first love, was a shadow healer. When our families had traveled to the New Moon Samhain festival together. Before he’d gone away to study the shadow arts.
Gareth doesn’t put me down until I finally loosen my hold of him.
The glass smith behind me coughs, holding the bowl out for me to take. He’s smiling, but I’m too elated to be embarrassed.
I fish twenty bowens out of my waistpurse and take the bowl, which I wrap in a cloth and place in my shoulder bag. I turn back to Gareth.
“It’s wonderful to see you,” I say, drinking him in, taking inventory of all the little changes since last I saw him. “You are looking fine for a road-weary traveler.”
“Not weary at all for all the anticipation of seeing you,” he says warmly, pulling me away from the gaffer’s stall. “How glad I am to find you.”
“Have you seen Saramina?” I ask, slipping my hand around his arm. Mossgrove is home to another childhood friend, Mina, and so I have a warm, comfortable bed for the festivities, in her cottage with her husband and gaggle of children.
“I stopped at her house first. She told me where I’d find you.”
I’m flattered he was looking for me. I don’t admit that I was looking for him too.
“You are looking beautiful for a road-weary traveler,” he says.
I eye him from the side, unable to help the smile that spreads on my lips. “Now I know you are weary, because your eyes are too tired to see right.”
He laughs out loud as he hugs my arm against him, and we stroll through the market, where all manner of wares and products are on display among pop-up shops around the village. Craft healers from our lands and beyond set up their displays for village healers to purchase salves imbued with blessings from magical creatures, rare herbs that can cure the ill, and enchanted items from faraway lands with names I can’t pronounce.
“I was sorry to hear about Kameron. Ma sent me the news.”
“Your ma sent me your regrets. And she explained why you couldn’t return home.”
He looks away, studying the marketgoers before asking, “How is Rain? He must be big now.”
“He’s beautiful. He’s seven now. Quite the little man. Tries to take on the responsibilities of his father. It’s been hard for him, but we’ve had much support in the village.”
“You didn’t move back to Fernglen after he died. I thought you’d have gone home to your ma. Mine would have loved to have you back.”
“I know, and I admit that it would have been good to be back with our people, but I couldn’t leave the village. Kameron and myself, we were the only two healers there. If I’d left, I’d have been abandoning them. I couldn’t do that.”
We walk in silence for a bit before I ask, “Will you be visiting your ma then?”
“I am indeed. In fact, I mean to stay this time.”
My heart’s wings flutter so hard, I think I might lift off the ground. “You’re coming home?”
A cool splash of guilt dampens those fanciful feathers. Too happy about this news, given that my husband is only two years in the grave. But fairy dust! It’s good to see this boy—this man—who’d been my closest friend all my life. ‘Til he went away. 
When he returned, he’d come back a man, but I’d been a wife by then. Who could trust a first love, gone your twelfth year? So we were once again friends. He’d worked with my husband and myself, visiting between our village of Spritehollow and our childhood village, Fernglen, a day’s walk away. Then Gareth had left. Again. To immerse himself in the study of the shadow arts, to help the lost cross the veil, to enter the dreams of those with troubles of the mind, and to cure the deepest suffering of the mind. It had been a sudden departure that last time.
“How are your studies then?” I ask.
“No more studies. I am a maester now.”
“Really? So that means you’ll be leaving again.”
I force my heart to keep still. All this soaring and diving and flopping makes my chest ache.
“I’m not going anywhere this time. I mean to stay.”
The look he gives me is earnest. “Students can come to me if they want to learn the shadow arts. That’s the prerogative of a maester.”
I can’t hold back the joyful burst of laughter that escapes my lips. “Then I’ll be your first pupil. Rain and I will come every chance we get to learn from you.”
He squeezes my arm, still wrapped tight around his. Resting his hand over mine, he pulls me close to him as we stroll. “I’m counting on it.”
“I’ll be expecting you to come to Spritehollow too.”
“I plan to,” he says, his voice low.
We walk in amicable silence for a stretch, admiring the magical ware, exotic spices, and elemental ingredients. I dare not stop to look at anything, fearing I’ll break the pleasant grip of his hand over mine.

      [image: ]“Scorpia!” Two voices ring out through the busy walkway between the vendors. I look up to see Agar and Claud jostling through the milling crowd to reach us. I try to pull from Gareth’s grasp, but he holds me firm and turns us both around, never letting go.
“Glorious day!” Agar says. “How happy we are to see you.”
“Yes, it’s wonderful to see you, Agar. And Claud, you too. I’ve missed your visits.”
They each take my hand in turn. The one that Gareth doesn’t have braced against him.
“Agar Bonman and Claud Raifwick, do you remember Gareth Storm?”
“Yes, yes, it’s good to see you again.”
Gareth offers his hand to the two men who had been my husband’s closest friends. The three men had formed a healership triad. The power of three is a potent magic that can cure the direst of ailments.
“It has been too long since we last visited. We miss Kam so much it pains us to visit the village.”
“Of course, I understand. If it weren’t the place that Rain knows best, I’m not sure that I’d have stayed. But the people need me, and they are good to us.”
“I’m sure,” Claud agrees. “And they love you well.”
“Our potency is not what it once was since Kam passed over. Our power has dimmed in his absence. Every year it grows weaker,” Agar says.
“I’m sorry to hear that.” I sympathize, but I’m not surprised. It’s known among healers that those who augment their power by joining it diminish their individual power. Few healers find the cost—compromising their potency—worth forming a healership triad.
Gareth squeezes my arm against his body with his own arm. Claud turns to Gareth. “How good to see you here at the gathering. You spend much time traveling, don’t you?”
Proudly, I say “Gareth is returning from River’s Crossing where he was studying …” Gareth presses my arm between his, and, knowing him as I do, I have the presence of mind to not reveal that he’s a shadow healer. “… for a long time. He’s just now returning.”
“Where is Rain?” Agar asks. “Did you bring him?”
“My mother kept him with her. She thought it would be good for me to be on my own.”
“Well, it’s a shame he’s missing his first Healer’s Samhain.”
“I wanted to bring him, but my mother insisted he stay back.” I turn to Gareth. “And now that I think of it, your mother too thought it was a good idea for him to stay home.”
“Those two women are wise old gossips. Don’t question their wisdom. You know Rain is in good hands.”
“And it’s good for you to have time to yourself,” Claud adds.
Agar eyes my arm wrapped firmly in Gareth’s. “Did you know Kameron, Gareth?”
“I did. I loved Kameron a great deal. I spent time with the family whenever I visited Spritehollow. Kam was a good man. Gone too soon.”
“Aye,” the other two men agree, raising their palms to their chests. “Will we see you tonight at the fires?”
“Yes,” I say, and Gareth agrees.
“Where are you staying?” Agar asks me.
“I have a friend who lives in Mossgrove. I’m visiting with her.”
“Lovely,” the two men respond in chorus.
“And you?” I ask.
“We have a tent at the edge of the firegrounds.” The bonfires will be set in the middle of one of the harvested fields. “We are close to the brouhaha. What will you be wearing? So we know how to find you.”
“My mask is made of white down feathers with a crown of white crane feathers radiating out from the face like the rays of the sun,” I tell them. The masquerade bonfires are a rite of all Samhain celebrations everywhere. Wearing masks allows a certain freedom in the night. One can escape the realities of this plane.
“My mask is black,” Gareth tells us. “Leather. With ram’s horns.”
“How will we find you?” I ask my late husband’s friends.
“We have yet to purchase ours. In fact, we must look while there are still masks to buy.”
“There are fun ones at a stand down that way.” Gareth points in the direction where we came. “There are masks fitted to hats.”
“Excellent. We’ll go get ours.”
We part ways with a promise to look for each other, and Gareth walks with me to Saramina’s house.
“You won’t need to look for me, because I’m escorting you.”
My smile is big. This is the same domineering absolutist who always followed me around telling me what to do. And when I didn’t listen, he kept following, even when I got us lost. Which was often.
“I’ll tell Mina you’re coming.”
At Mina’s, I show her my new bowl and recount the day’s adventures before retreating to the back room behind the kitchen she and her husband Gray made comfortable for my visit. I wash and prepare for the first night of the healer’s festival. The black moon would rise three nights hence, on the night of Samhain, but reveries begin tonight.
Gareth
When I greet Pia at the door, she reaches up to touch the ram’s horns protruding from my black leather mask. The stitching around the eyes and along the edge of the mask matches the dark brown of
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