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A chill as cold as winter hung in the air as the sun began to rise. Kaeden blew on his hands and rubbed them furiously against the wind as he stood by the wagon, where an empty manacle thumped against the wooden side. He glanced at the hills and mountains beyond. Where was Brighid now? What choice would she make? Would they meet again on the battlefield, or would she find a way to free her people? In the end . . . it was her choice alone. He had set her free. And now he had his own path to walk, one that would eventually lead to the Shadonae.

He let out his breath, a cold wisp in the air, and headed for the campsite where the healers slept. A couple blanket-covered mounds lay around a fire that had burned down to glowing embers. Kaeden grabbed a log from the small pile nearby and placed it on the coals, then blew softly. The sky steadily changed as dawn broke across the land. A few minutes later and a robust fire roared.

As he held his hands to the flame, he looked one more time to the Ari Mountains. Stay safe, Brighid. Stay warm.

Minutes later, a group of Avonain soldiers marched his way. He remained hunched near the fire as they approached. He’d wondered how long it would take before they discovered Brighid was gone and that he freed her. She had almost half a night’s head start. He flexed his fingers against the heat. He would try to give her more time.

Captain Bertin’s shadow fell next to his knee. “By order of the Southern Alliance, Kaeden, you are under arrest.”

At his words, some of the healers stirred and looked around.

“Master Kaeden,” he replied without turning. He didn’t care about his new title, but he found a dark pleasure in reminding Captain Bertin whom he was dealing with.

Captain Bertin paused behind him. “Master Kaeden,” he finally said with a hint of sarcasm.

Kaeden pushed off the ground. More healers awoke and watched the exchange with frowns. He brushed off his robes and turned around. “What am I being arrested for?” He crossed his arms and stood to his full height.

“Freeing a prisoner of the Alliance.”

He raised one eyebrow. He could deny it. He was sure they had no proof unless someone other than Treyvar had seen him free Brighid. But he was a Truthsayer—lies did not become him. “I see,” he said instead. “Lead the way, Captain.”

He felt the stares of the healers behind him and heard their fading murmurs as he followed Captain Bertin through the camp and toward the tents ahead—the same tents where, the night before, he had convinced Commander Warin and the others to let him use his power on Brighid.

Brighid. She filled his thoughts again as he remembered fragments of her memories and soul. Her strength, her perseverance, her fighting spirit. If all the Nordics were like her, they were indeed fighting a powerful foe.

Most of the camp still slept, despite the commotion Captain Bertin and his men made as they escorted Kaeden to the commander’s tent. Normally the soldiers would have been awake and preparing for another day of marching. No doubt his actions had delayed everyone. He didn’t feel guilty about it.

Upon entering the middle tent, he found the same group of men from the previous night. Commander Warin watched him from across the table with dark circles under his eyes, while it appeared a few of the others had risen hastily from sleep.

Captain Bertin shoved him from behind. Kaeden caught himself and looked back. “I wouldn’t touch me if I were you. After all, I’m not like Master Mathias.” He raised his gloved hand as a reminder.

Captain Bertin opened his mouth, then closed it.

“The Nordic prisoner was discovered missing early this morning,” Commander Warin said, “and there are those who say they saw you with her again after you used your power on her.”

“Where are those who say these things?” Kaeden went to stand on the other side of the table. He glanced around. None of these men were present when he revisited her.

“Call in the soldier,” Commander Warin said.

One of the guards exited then returned a minute later with a scrawny young man. The soldier glanced at Kaeden then looked away. Kaeden vaguely recognized him as one of the men who had thrown stones at Brighid.

“Is this who you saw free the Nordic woman?” Commander Warin asked.

The young man nodded.

Captain Reginar, the head of the White City forces, tapped his finger on the table. “But wasn’t there someone else? Surely the woman wasn’t left alone without a guard. Or was that your job?”

The soldier looked up.

“What do you mean by that, Captain Reginar?” Captain Bertin asked.

Captain Reginar faced Captain Bertin. “You have brought Master Kaeden before us but not her guard. We should also be interrogating the man who oversaw her.”

“You mean the healer Treyvar?” Commander Warin asked. Was that a sheen of sweat collecting along the commander’s forehead?

“Yes.”

Kaeden pinched his lips together. He had hoped by coming alone with Captain Bertin he could keep Treyvar out of this. But apparently Captain Reginar wanted all the details. If worse came to worst, he would take whatever punishment they chose and find a way to save Treyvar. The young man did not deserve to carry the weight of Kaeden’s decision.

“Well, this will complicate things.” Commander Warin ran a hand along the back of his neck.

“How?” Both captains looked questioningly at Commander Warin.

The commander let out a sigh. “Please call the healer Treyvar to our tent,” he told one of his aides. The young man nodded and left. They waited in an uncomfortable silence as the other aides continued to pack the few items still left in the tent.

Minutes later, Treyvar arrived. “Commander. Captains,” he greeted them as he stopped just inside the tent and glanced around. “And Master Kaeden is here as well. What is this about?”

“Were you there when Master Kaeden released the prisoner?” Commander Warin asked.

“Yes, I was. I had been assigned to guard the Nordic woman.”

“What happened when Master Kaeden arrived for a second visit with the prisoner?”

“He freed her.”

“And you didn’t try to stop him?” one of the other officers asked in disbelief.

Treyvar turned his attention to the man and clasped his hands behind his back. For the first time, Kaeden saw something in his appearance, an air of authority he had not witnessed before. “No, I did not.”

Commander Warin continued. “May I ask why?”

Treyvar glanced over at Kaeden. “The Truthsayer told me he was under orders from the Word to free the Nordic woman. Despite our rocky relationship with the Eldaran people, both Avonai and the White City highly respect and listen to the Truthsayer as the voice of the Word. Who was I to stand in the way of Master Kaeden?”

Captain Reginar tilted his head. “Is that the only reason?”

“Before I answer that, may I ask those gathered a question of my own?”

A few of the captains glanced at each other while Commander Warin nodded. “You may.”

“What were your plans for the young woman?”

“We hadn’t made a decision yet,” Captain Reginar said. “We were going to hold her until we reached Mostyn.”

“And then what?”

Captain Bertin glared at Treyvar. “Why are we answering this healer? He has no say in the decisions made in this tent.” He pointed a finger at the young man. “You should have reported Master Kaeden’s actions immediately and let us decide whether the Truthsayer had any right to free the woman.”

Treyvar’s demeanor changed as if a mask had been pulled away. The earnest scholar and healer disappeared, replaced with hardened intensity. “I made the decision as a representative of Avonai.”

Captain Bertin laughed darkly. “Since when did a healer hold such authority?” He turned toward Commander Warin. “Sir, Master Kaeden may not be an Avonain, but Treyvar is. Freeing a prisoner of war is treasonous, is it not? And wouldn’t Master Kaeden’s conduct be considered aiding and abetting? These are acts of aggression toward our alliance. Truthsayer or not, he has harmed our forces by his deeds. I say he should be stripped of his authority at the very least. Perhaps even imprisoned at the next outpost.”

Others murmured their agreement.

“Enough!” Commander Warin slapped the table. He stared hard at Bertin, taking each breath through his nose while a vein throbbed along his temple. “You have no idea who you are speaking about.”

Captain Bertin worked his jaw. “I know Master Kaeden is the Truthsayer, but what he did is not permissible, no matter what authority Treyvar thinks he has as a healer—”

“This man is not just a healer!” Commander Warin’s eyes blazed as he stared at Captain Bertin. “He is Prince Treyvar, second son of King Erhard of Avonai and the coastal lands. He is your lord.”

An invisible shockwave burst across the tent, leaving a wake of silence. Even Kaeden struggled to maintain his composure. Did Mathias know? Yes, he had to. Kaeden had suspected there was more to this quiet scholar, but this?

Every eye turned toward Treyvar. No, Prince Treyvar. Bertin’s eyes grew wide as his face lost all color. “I . . . I . . .” he stuttered. “I had no idea.”

Treyvar dipped his head. “I have been working under the pretense of healer, although I truly did want to learn the healing arts under Master Mathias. And I am a scholar. I feel it is my duty to my people and land to gather information, whether that is by book, scroll, or searching beyond the borders of Avonai.”

“My lord,” Captain Bertin found his voice. The other Avonains also bowed. Kaeden remained standing. The Truthsayer bowed to no one but the Word. Still, he couldn’t believe the man he had been working with over the last few months was Avonain royalty.

“As a prince of our nation, Prince Treyvar was within his power to allow Master Kaeden to free the prisoner,” Commander Warin said, breaking the silence for the rest of them.

Treyvar spoke. “That is true. But I should also share that there are more things at work here than this war between the south and Nordica. I know there are beings assisting the Nordics in their war effort, powerful beings whom we cannot hope to overcome by ourselves.”

“You mean those shadow things that have been wiping out our villages up north?” one officer asked, glancing from Commander Warin to Treyvar as if to check if he could speak of such things.

“More than that,” Treyvar said. “There are Eldarans working on their side.”

Kaeden narrowed his eyes. How did Treyvar know about that? Did Mathias tell him at some point?

“Yes,” Commander Warin said. “We know.”

“They are not true Eldarans but Shadonae,” Treyvar continued. “Eldarans who have twisted their power and walked away from the Word.”

“Did the Nordic woman tell you this?” one of the other captains asked.

“No,” Treyvar replied. “I’m not sure how much she understood of the powers at play among her people. Master Mathias is the one who informed me. We know one of the Shadonae is a former Oathmaker and has bound the Nordic army. That is why the Nordic prisoners of war died. Their binding unraveled.”

“Why did Master Mathias not inform us?” Commander Warin asked.

“He never got a chance. He was still investigating when he was called to use his power on the soldier Captain Bertin was interrogating.” Treyvar glared at Captain Bertin. “Instead, he gave his life.”

Captain Bertin had enough sense to look away.

Commander Warin frowned. “What does the Nordic woman have to do with this and why did you free her?”

“Master Kaeden?” Treyvar said.

Kaeden looked over the group present and felt a familiar, bitter taste fill his mouth. Old man, I wish you were here right now. I’m struggling. I want nothing to do with these men or this place. He took a deep breath. “I serve the Word, Speaker of the World and Savior of the Great Battle. I do not know what her future holds, but He has called the Nordic woman. And He told me to free her.”

“That sounds like gibberish to me,” one of the younger men muttered.

Kaeden raised an eyebrow at him. Many gave only verbal credence to the Word and didn’t actually believe in Him. In many ways, that was how Kaeden had lived the last few years.

“Quiet,” his companion whispered and jabbed him in the side with his elbow.

“If you think about it from another perspective, she may be the only one who can stop the Nordics,” Kaeden said.

“What do you mean?” Commander Warin asked.

“She is a highly admired warrior if you consider the moniker her people have given her. I believe they—at least a few—will listen to her. She saw what happened here in the camp and how the oath the Nordics took killed them.”

“That doesn’t mean she wouldn’t go back and fight us again,” Commander Warin said. “The Nordics are a proud people. And she is a capable fighter.”

“More than capable,” Captain Reginar chimed in. “She is one of the fiercest fighters I’ve ever seen. I was acquainted with the Bear Clan many years ago and have seen what the Nordic people could offer as warriors.”

Kaeden shrugged. “She might return and choose to fight us once again. But who of us will the Nordics listen to?” He looked around. A few shook their heads while Commander Warin watched thoughtfully with tight lips. “I believe she realizes the real enemy is not us, but the Shadonae. They are our enemy as well. I even dare say they helped fan these flames of war.”

Treyvar crossed his arms. “They might have had a part in that, but I think some of the responsibility lies with us as well.”

“We did nothing,” Captain Bertin protested. “They invaded our countries and killed our people.”

“True, but we invaded their land as well.” Those gathered looked at one another, puzzled. Treyvar bowed. “I cannot say more, but I believe there is much at work here, and more than one group is complicit in starting this war.” Silence fell throughout the tent. “Anyway”—Treyvar waved his hands as if to clear the air—“the deed is done. She is gone. And we will hope that we might have an ally on the other side. If not, we haven’t lost much. We will still fight and protect our lands.”

“So what happens to those who freed the Nordic?” Captain Bertin asked, casting a side glance at Kaeden.

“Nothing,” Commander Warin said. “The Eldarans still hold authority here in the Ryland Plains and the White City, and Prince Treyvar gave his consent on behalf of Avonai to release her. But it will not do for the morale of the soldiers to hear the Stryth’Veizla was released, so the official word will be that she escaped. And a scouting party should be sent to look for her.”

“I agree,” Captain Reginar said. “Or else there will be questions about why we didn’t pursue her.” The others nodded around him.

Captain Bertin glanced up at his suggestion. Kaeden didn’t like his look. Perhaps the man was still hoping to capture and interrogate Brighid. But she’d been running all night. And he’d restored her strength and stamina before she left. The chances of a scouting party finding her were slim. Still, he whispered a prayer for her inside his mind.

“In the end, the Nordics are still our enemy,” Commander Warin said. “And we are at war. We need to keep the enemy at the forefront of our soldiers’ minds. There will be no revelation of her release to anyone. Understand?”

Everyone nodded.

Kaeden folded his arms. Commander Warin was right, as much as he wished otherwise. If it was this difficult explaining to these commanders and captains why he freed Brighid, he couldn’t imagine telling the soldiers outside. This was a better choice and outcome.

“We march in one hour.” Commander Warin waved toward the tent opening. “You are all dismissed.”

Kaeden turned and headed outside with Treyvar right behind him.
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Kaeden frowned as he headed back to the wagons and healers. Selma—the other Eldaran—packed her belongings a few fires away. Did she know who Treyvar was?

“So, surprised?”

Kaeden turned as Treyvar caught up to him. “Yes. I suspected you were hiding something all these months, but not that.”

Treyvar passed him and headed to where their bedrolls and possessions had been left the night before. “I admit I enjoyed the look of shock on your face,” he said without glancing back.

Kaeden snorted as he caught up to the other man. “And the look of shock on everyone else’s faces?”

“Especially Captain Bertin’s.” This time, a small smile spread across his lips. “I had hoped to go longer without revealing my identity. But seeing his face was worth it.”

Kaeden silently agreed and joined in his smile. “What are you going to do now? No matter if Commander Warin silences everyone, word might get out who you are.”

Treyvar shrugged. “The same thing I’m doing. I’ll continue as a healer and scholar. I’ve learned a lot more firsthand than I ever could sitting in Avonai.”

“But people will treat you differently.”

“Maybe. In the end, the time had come for me to reveal myself. I wasn’t going to let the Truthsayer be imprisoned for following the Word. It wouldn’t be right. And I consider you a friend.”

Friend. Kaeden mulled the word over in his mind. When was the last time he had considered anyone a friend? As he thought on it, it seemed right to call Treyvar a friend. “Just curious,” he said, breaking the silence. “Why were you hiding the fact that you’re the Prince of Avonai?”

Treyvar huffed. “Not the prince. That title belongs to my older brother. I’m the second son. And probably not even missed. I came because I want to know what’s going on. We had envoys from Nordica a year ago, and my father turned them away at the city gates. Why did they come? Why did my father not see them? And why is it a year later we are fighting for our lives?”

“Those are good questions,” Kaeden said.

“Yes. And I’m hoping to find answers.”

Kaeden felt kinship with the young man beside him. They were both more than they appeared and carried a great deal of responsibility.

“Since you woke yesterday, I don’t know if you were told that most of the Avonain forces will be parting today for the Tieve Hills in preparation for winter.”

Kaeden stopped. “Are you going back with them?”

“No. I am going to seek an audience with Lord Rayner of the White City. And you should come with me and introduce yourself as the new Truthsayer. I’m assuming you had already planned to go all the way to the White City to inter Mathias, correct?”

“Yes. My first priority is to see Mathias put to rest.”

“And then what?”

Kaeden stared off into the distance. “I’m not sure. I know what I must do, but how to do it . . .”

“You mean confront the Shadonae.”

Kaeden turned back. “Yes.”

“You’ll have time to plan your strategy this winter.”

“Winter?”

“Yes, there will be no more battles until at least early next spring.”

Kaeden frowned. “What do you mean?”

Treyvar shook his head. “You’ve never experienced a winter in the Ryland Plains. Snow as high as your knees on a good day. And when the wind blows, the plains become such a flurry of white that you can’t see your hand in front of you. There will be no battles, no confrontations with the Nordics. One bad snowstorm would take care of them.”

Kaeden blinked. Having lived in calmer climates, he had never experienced such a thing. “Is it the same way in Nordica?”

“I don’t think so. They get more snow, but they don’t have the winds like they do on the plains.”

“I wondered what you meant when you said some of the Avonain troops were preparing for winter.”

“In some ways, winter brings rest. Wounds can be healed and more supplies acquired. Perhaps you might find some information on the Shadonae in the White City. After all, it is the birthplace of your people.”

Kaeden slowly nodded. Treyvar might be right. It wasn’t as if he could walk through an entire army of Nordics, reach the Shadonae, and then . . . and then what? He wasn’t even sure what he would do. What did Mathias mean when he said he would have to judge his people? What would he say? How would he stop them?

The two started again toward the fire. He had never visited the White City, nor the Sanctuary where his people first stepped foot in the Lands. He suddenly found himself curious what he would find and was thankful he could ensure Mathias was honored in death. Having never been able to retrieve the bodies of his parents, he could at least see that his mentor made it home.

Selma approached them minutes later, her dark cloak fluttering in the chilly wind and her pack on her back. “Where were you two?”

Treyvar and Kaeden glanced at each other. “Commander Warin wanted to see me,” Kaeden replied as he looked over his shoulder.

“What for?”

“As the new Truthsayer.”

“Oh.” A dark look passed over her face for but a moment. Kaeden frowned. Was she . . . jealous? Had she been hoping she would become the next Truthsayer? The thought disturbed him. They hadn’t really talked since he woke up from the change. But in a way, it would make sense. The position of Truthsayer brought respect and power. He had a feeling many would covet the power and status. Including her.

He let out a sigh and glanced up at the ever-brightening sky. Why me? But the air was silent.

He bid farewell to the healers from Avonai, including Darry and Leon, then joined Treyvar and the wagon carrying Mathias’s body. Selma accompanied them. “I thought you would return to Avonai,” Kaeden said as she kept pace at his side, despite his long gait.

“I thought about it, but I wish to see Mathias put to rest in the Sanctuary. Besides, there is a need for healers with the Ryland side of the alliance, and I volunteered.”

“I see.” But was there something more? Only once did he glance back at the Avonains heading southeast toward the Tieve Hills. A tiny part of him wished he was going that direction. But his path had been laid out for him the moment Mathias died and the mantle of Truthsayer fell on him. A path that would eventually lead north.
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A couple days later, they arrived at the Garring Stronghold on the edge of Anwin Forest. Mostyn was a three-day journey from there, then the White City almost a full day after that. At least, that was what the men were saying. Most of the forces would be stationed here, to winter and prepare for Nordica’s next move.

The stronghold was an unadorned structure of stone surrounded by fields of dry grass. From the looks of it, Kaeden was sure the structure could hold a couple thousand soldiers. The rest—including Kaeden—would continue to Mostyn and the White City.

Captain Reginar found them as they made camp outside the massive gates, while those stationed there moved in. “I will be escorting Master Mathias to the White City. Will the three of you be attending his body?”

“Yes,” Treyvar said. “And we hope to seek an audience with Lord Rayner.”

“I don’t think that will be an issue given your statuses as prince and the new Truthsayer.” His eyes flitted to Selma. “And I believe I can have the Eldaran healer invited as well.”

“That will not be necessary.” Selma pulled her woolen blanket from her pack. “I am only here for Master Mathias.”

He bowed. “As you wish.”

Kaeden didn’t say anything. A storm seemed to be brewing inside Selma and he wanted no part of it. Instead, he arranged his own bedding near the fire and then lay down with his hands behind his head. The night was chilly, but the fire kept him warm. He stared up at the dark sky and for the second time wondered where Brighid was. Was she gazing up at the same night sky? Was she warm?

Why am I thinking about her? He turned on his side, his back to the fire, and closed his eyes. But Brighid remained firmly in his mind, almost as if he could see her running through hills of gold and evergreen trees with towering mountains ahead of her. The images were so vivid that they seemed real, and he continued to dream about her through the night.

The next day they entered Anwin Forest. Rumors claimed this forest had stood since the beginning of time. Some said that when the Word formed the Lands with His words, Anwin Forest sprang up from the ground fully formed as if it had stood there for centuries.

As they entered, darkness replaced the bright sunlight. Only slips of light appeared through the thick foliage above. Trunks as wide as three men filled the forest, and years of pine needles and leaves covered the ground. A single road wove through the trees, wide enough for wagons. The path was well maintained, and greenery grew where the sun reached the forest floor.

Birds chirped in the trees above, and occasionally a rustling sounded in thick bushes, evidence of life in this ancient place.

Kaeden looked around in wonder and felt a connection inside his soul. He still preferred the Tieve Hills and the abundance of deciduous trees, hills, and meadows, but there was something hauntingly beautiful about this forest.

The first night they made camp in a small clearing. The smell of smoke and roasting meat filled the area, attracting a few peering eyes in the darkness. The next two days were the same until almost night on the third when they approached the fortress of Mostyn.

Stone walls surrounded the garrison with a thick wooden gate in the middle. A lantern hung above, lighting the entrance. A small gatehouse stood nearby and an older man exited as the massive party approached. Captain Reginar spoke to him and, minutes later, the gates opened as a cold rain began to fall. Treyvar and Kaeden quickly worked to cover the wagon carrying Mathias’s body. As Kaeden pulled the waterproof covering over the box, he felt grateful to those who had prepared the body so it would last the journey to the White City. He couldn’t imagine what it would look or smell like now if it hadn’t been prepped.

Most of the soldiers headed to the main fortress, a massive structure of wood and stone. Mostyn was considered the first line of defense for the White City should an army ever march on it. Admiring it in person, Kaeden could understand why it would take an army to defeat it. Like Garring, the stone was wide and solid with multiple defenses.

However, rumor suggested Dallam was the same, and it took the Nordic forces nigh a day to overtake the northern citadel. Looking back on the Battle of the Plains, the only reason the Nordics lost was because of the surprise arrival of the Avonains. If Commander Warin hadn’t hurried the troops from the bridge south to Tieve, then across the Onyx River and north, it might be the Nordics here in Mostyn this evening instead of them.

Lights from lamps twinkled along the rainy street as they entered the barracks. The cart that held Mathias’s body rumbled across the uneven cobblestones inside and toward the stables. Rivulets of water ran between the stones like tiny rivers. Once under the extended roof, the horses were taken care of, and Kaeden checked on the burial box again. No rain had gotten inside.

“Shall we find a place to spend the night?” Treyvar said beside him.

“I wish to stay with Mathias.” He doubted anyone would want to watch over the burial box anyway.

Treyvar nodded. “I understand. I’ll find us some food and be back.”

Kaeden looked up. “What do you mean?”

“I’m staying here with you.”

“Here? In the stable?”

“If it’s good enough for the Truthsayer, it’s good enough for a prince.”

Before Kaeden could protest, Treyvar disappeared into the rainy night with the others. Captain Reginar approached him. “I can have my men stay with Master Mathias.”

Kaeden shook his head. “I will watch over him tonight.”

His eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” He placed his hand on the box. “This is something I want to do.”

Captain Reginar paused, his eyes on Kaeden. “All right. Let me at least get you some food.”

“Someone already is.” He didn’t mention Treyvar’s name. He had a feeling there would be a lot more protesting if the captain knew a prince of Avonai planned to sleep in the stable. But did it really matter? They had all been sleeping on the ground the last few days.

“Then I’ll let you be. We will start for the White City at dawn.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Captain.”

Kaeden watched him go, then let out his breath and listened to the gentle tapping of the rain on the roof above. “You’re almost home, old man.” He started to pull out his bedding and lay it on the hay nearby.

The sooner they arrived in the White City and put Mathias to rest, the better. And yet once Mathias was interred, the last thread that tied him to his former mentor and father would be severed, leaving him drifting without an anchor.
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Brighid lay poised on the thick branch of an evergreen tree twenty feet above the ground a day later, a knife in hand. Midmorning sunlight streamed through the forest below as the scouting party wove through the trees, stopping every few minutes to check out a broken twig or a print in the soil. She had purposefully left a cluttered mess of tracks that led to the river nearby in hopes that whoever followed her would be deceived. But just in case they were cleverer than the average scout, she was ready.

“Here,” one of the nearby southern scouts said, pointing to a bush. “It looks like she was heading toward the river.”

“Perhaps.” The leader’s voice barely carried across the forest as he looked around. Even if he glanced up, the needles and branches hid her from view. But she wouldn’t take any chances.

I really don’t want to kill you, she thought as she tightened her grip on the knife’s handle. But I will not be taken again. She let each breath blend in with the wind, never moving on the branch.

After twenty minutes of sweeping the entire area, the group headed for the river. Brighid released a relieved sigh, but remained still despite developing cramps in her back, arms, and legs. She breathed in the scent of pine, listening to the birds singing again now that the humans were gone, and waited.

The sun moved through the sky, and thick white clouds formed as the afternoon passed. Sweat gathered on her chest where she clung to the branch, and a bit of sap pooled beneath her left hand, leaving a sticky residue that coated her palm. Her throat was parched from the need to drink, but she would not go down until evening.

As the light began to vanish and dusk settled over the forest, Brighid checked her surroundings one more time, then quietly pulled herself into a sitting position and removed the pack Kaeden had given her. She leaned against the trunk, placed the knife back in the pack, and pulled out the waterskin. The water was tepid and tasted like leather, but it was something and she drained the waterskin dry.

Revived, she shouldered the pack once more and started down the tree in the dark. Once she slipped and caught herself, gouging her palm on a broken branch. “Bolva,” she whispered. She scrambled the rest of the way down, then headed for the river. Only a haze of light remained.

She dipped her hand in the water and hissed. She washed it the best she could, then searched for something to wrap it in. As she drew out the contents of the pack, her heart swelled in gratitude and wonder despite the stinging pain. She had only drawn out the knife that morning before scurrying up the tree. There wasn’t much, but it was clear Kaeden had thought about what she would need for her journey. Aside from the knife, there was also a flint stone, travel biscuits, and the waterskin. She tore into a biscuit and counted the rest. If she rationed the food, it would last her five days in addition to what she could find and catch along the way.

After she finished the biscuit, she pulled out the last item. A dark wool cloak. It was thick and in good shape. She hesitated, then held it to her face and breathed in. It smelled like mint, leather, and an undefined masculine aroma. It must be his cloak. Even as she thought this, she saw Kaeden in her mind, kneeling before her, his healer’s robes tight across his shoulders, his dark hair disheveled from the wind as he held his hand between them, the light spilling from his palm.

Will I see you again? she had asked him.

I don’t know, he replied.

She knew the chances of another encounter were slim. And if they ever did meet again, it would most likely be as enemies. She was Nordic. He was an Eldaran and healer for the Southern Alliance. But for one moment she hoped they would, and they could be as they were for those few days when neither were foe. Just two beings surviving in this cold, dark world. Perhaps they could even be friends.

She took the knife and cut a small strip from the bottom of the cloak and wrapped it around her hand. She glanced longingly at the biscuits, then shook her head. No. She would need them later.

She quietly placed everything back into the pack, then followed the river south for about a mile, the opposite direction the scouts went. She doubted they would head this way, which hopefully would give her a couple hours to rest. Around the corner of the river grew a patch of thick berry bushes. She found a small spot where deer had bedded. Perfect. She crawled into the space, pulled out the cloak, and wrapped it around her body.

The scent conjured dreams of Kaeden. She watched him walk with the southern forces toward an ancient forest where light barely shone through the branches. She’d never seen a forest like that before, not even in the Northern Wastelands. An ancient forest with trees as thick as three men and as dark as night.
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The buzz of insects and bright morning sunlight woke her. Brighid broke her fast on a few shriveled berries that hadn’t been taken by birds or beasts. After she ate enough to ward off hunger, she went down to the river, entered the chilly water, and headed north. The brush and overhanging trees hid her from the surrounding hills. Within minutes, her toes and lower legs grew numb. The rocks were slippery beneath the frigid water, and twice she almost plunged in. As she neared the area where she had first spotted the scouts, she left the river and headed for the peaks on the other side.

Evergreens covered the foothills with the occasional deciduous changing into its autumn foliage. A tiny stream gurgled at the bottom of the next valley, just deep enough to wade. Brighid entered the water. The more she could throw off any evidence of her trail, the better.

One day turned into two. And two turned into three. And she never saw the scouts again.

Evenings were spent in trees or under brush. By the morning of the fourth day, she was sure the scouts wouldn’t find her. The thought brought a chill of realization: She was alone, with nothing but woods and wildlife for hundreds of miles.

She stared at the sky that night with those thoughts swirling inside her mind and Kaeden’s cloak tucked beneath her chin. The wind blew, bringing a soft song her heart knew, in the same place where she could feel death. But this was not death, it was something more. And she closed her eyes, not feeling quite so alone.

Her journey northward grew slower as she was forced to forage for berries and roots and catch fish in the stream she followed. Fish was much better than rat or squirrel. She caught herself wishing she and Elphsaba had never moved to Ragnbork years ago as the skewered fish cooked over the fire. She could have provided for them off the bounty of the mountains. Then she sighed. But where would she be now? Could she really have survived in the wilderness? Would she have ever discovered the red haze? Learned to fight? Met people like Johan and Marta? Even Mathias and Kaeden?

Maybe Elphsaba knew what she was doing, and Brighid’s past—no matter what it was—made her who she was today.

The nights grew increasingly chilly, as if winter was ready to lay claim to the land early. It rarely snowed before the end of harvest, but once in a while, snow-laden clouds would descend from the northern mountains and cover the world in unexpected white. Brighid peered at the mountains ahead with unease in her heart. Even the most seasoned Nordic knew that one did not gamble with a surprise snowstorm.

I just need to get to those mountains, she thought before descending into the valley where the forest swallowed the view from her sight. The northern Ari Mountains marked the border of Nordica. Once she reached them, she would search for Rokr Valley, which served as the passage between the north and the south, travel through, and find her people. A fortnight at most, if the weather held and she could find food relatively easy.

I can do that. Brighid readjusted her pack and started into the forest. Twelve more days. Maybe fourteen. Then I’m home.
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“We searched as long as we could. There was no sign of her.”

Captain Bertin slammed his fist against the table and let out a curse. Then he turned his eyes on Kaeden as the messenger left the main hall inside the Mostyn fortress. Others glanced up at the captain’s reaction from the surrounding tables, but Captain Bertin ignored them, and they returned to breaking their fasts. Spoons scraped wooden bowls while dim light filtered in from the long narrow windows. No one wanted to engage the storm brewing inside the captain.

Kaeden ignored him as well as he finished his early morning meal. But inside, he smiled. Brighid had escaped. Or at least she had avoided capture. Then his heart constricted. This was only the beginning. He had dreamed about her again last night, the second time since he released her. The dream had been so vivid he could almost feel the vastness of the mountain range around her and the brightness of the stars overhead. Could the young Nordic woman really make it across the wilds of the north alone?

He hesitated, then sent up a prayer for her journey.

Captain Bertin glared at him as he left the room. Kaeden shook his head once he was out in the narrow stone hallway. Men like Bertin seemed to have a particular hatred for the Nordics. And it was hatred like his that would continue to fuel this war.

He reached the main doors and stepped outside. Grey hazy clouds covered the sky, blotting out the rising sun and creating a gloomy atmosphere over the fortress and surrounding town. Most of the southern forces had remained at Garring, but a small company would be stationed here for the winter, including Captain Bertin. Why the Avonain captain had been chosen to stay here instead of sent to the Tieve Hills, Kaeden didn’t know. All he knew was he would be happy to leave the captain behind.

Kaeden made his way to the stables. As he walked along the dirt street, he noticed crowds of people with packs across their backs or satchels clutched to their chests standing in the gaps between the buildings. There were children among the adults, their eyes wide and no smile on their faces. He slowed his pace and eased into the shadows.

“Momma,” a child said and tugged on his mother’s skirts. “When do we get to go home?”

“Shh, child.” The woman patted his head. “Soon, after the soldiers defeat those filthy Nordics.”

At the word “filthy,” Kaeden’s chest tightened.

“Why did they take our home from us?” the child continued.

“Because they are selfish. But soon we will have our land back. See those men?” She pointed across the street. Kaeden covertly looked the same direction. A handful of White City soldiers milled around the center of town, jostling one another and laughing. “They fight for us.”

The boy dropped his head. “I miss my dog. I hope she’s all right.”

The other people around the woman and child spoke in hushed whispers. Kaeden sighed and continued along the street. These people were refugees, displaced from the villages taken by the Nordics. Of course they would detest the Nordic people. But did they know some of their own countrymen had done the same thing to the Nordic people? It seemed hatred begot hatred, and the innocent paid for it. He hoped the boy would see his dog again.

He met Selma near the stables, where the wagon that carried Mathias waited, ready to make the trek to the White City.

Captain Reginar and Treyvar arrived minutes later, along with a handful of soldiers who would see them the rest of the way. Treyvar looked as tired as he felt. Sleeping on the floor of the stable might have lent some protection against anyone wishing to tamper with the box that held Mathias’s body, but it did not leave one feeling refreshed the next day.

“Ready to go?” Captain Reginar asked.

“Yes,” both Kaeden and Selma responded. Reginar gave the command to the gatekeepers, and moments later, the gates slowly opened with a loud creak. A dirt road led through the town toward a second set of gates. Kaeden placed his gloved hand on the side of the wagon as it started rolling toward the exit. He let out a sigh. Shades of grief still held his heart, sometimes intense, sometimes a dull ache. Today it felt much like the clouds overhead: bleak and dreary. The air was cool with a wind that blew a chill through his clothes.

A few people looked out from narrow doorways to watch the small procession, while more refugees huddled in the alleys. Kaeden spotted looks of surprise and reverence as he walked by in his white robes and golden cord. His hand tightened along the edge of the wagon, and the leather gave way beneath his grip. Going from an Eldaran with no power to the most powerful of their people still didn’t feel real. How could he fill Mathias’s position? Yes, he was ready to forge his own path as the Truthsayer, but deep inside he felt inadequate, with no one to speak to. Selma remained distant and Treyvar was not an Eldaran.

He glanced at the wooden box that carried his former mentor and a new wave of grief washed over him. “I wish I’d had more time with you,” he whispered. He turned his face forward and held on to the rumbling wagon.

Minutes later they reentered Anwin Forest. The rain from the night before left the air humid with the scent of soil and pine. Kaeden breathed the smell in deeply, letting it fill his lungs and clear his mind and heart. They journeyed along the dirt road steadily upward, stopping only once for rest. As the sun began to set, they crested a hill and the forest opened to reveal the mountain capital of the Ryland Plains, the White City.

The last of the sun’s rays hit the white stone from which the city was hewn, casting the capital in a rosy hue. Towering walls as thick as three wagons surrounded the city. Peaks loomed high above the city, which was carved from the face of the cliffs beyond. Before the entrance lay a meadow, green and lush, with a handful of wildflowers still clinging to their summer petals.

The wagon rumbled along the dirt path that led through the meadow to the massive gates ahead. Kaeden stared in wonder. Such a feat to carve a city from a mountain. And the beauty of such architecture stood to this day. Almost as if it had sprung into being the same moment Anwin Forest was formed by the Word.

“The Sanctuary is that direction.” Selma came alongside him and pointed to the left. “You can’t see it yet, but there is a waterfall that springs from the cliffs above and forms a pool in the forest. That is where our people first came from.”

In his mind, Kaeden saw Eldarans emerging from a crystal-clear pool, donning flesh and choosing to live with humans for the Word’s sake. His ancestors loved the Word so much they accompanied Him to rescue mankind. He glanced at Selma from the corner of his eye as they approached the city gates. Did they still love the Word? Did they still love mankind?

Did he?

Apart from Brighid, he still hadn’t touched another human and wasn’t sure if he could. Even the thought caused a small wave of revulsion inside his middle. How could he be the Truthsayer if he could never touch another person? He glanced at the covered burial box within the cart and, once again, wished his mentor was still there.

The sun disappeared just as they reached the gates. Captain Reginar spoke to the gatekeepers, then a minute later they were ushered in. The city inside was as beautiful as the outside. Cobblestone streets wove throughout, with quaint stone stores and shops lining each side. Lamps on every corner lit the capital from within. Soaring above it all, Celestis Castle emerged from the face of the mountain as if the two were one. Lights twinkled inside the windows like stationary fireflies.

“We will seek lodging within Celestis Castle tonight,” Captain Reginar said, addressing the group as they rolled their way upward. “Then we will meet with Lord Rayner, hopefully, tomorrow.”

“Sounds good,” Treyvar said, replying for all of them.

It took almost twenty minutes to arrive at a second set of gates that led into the courtyard of the castle. These gates required Captain Reginar speaking to the guards before they were admitted.

The courtyard was busy despite the lateness of the day. Guards patrolled the walls above and switched shifts with those who would cover the night. Stable hands crossed the wide area, ready to take care of the wagon and horses. A fountain made from the same white stone stood in the middle with water tumbling into the pool below, the soft splashing echoing across the area. Past the fountain were wide stairs that led to the entrance into Celestis Castle.

Captain Reginar talked to one of the guards and pointed to the wagon. The guard nodded, hurried up the staircase, and disappeared inside the castle. Reginar turned and walked toward Kaeden and the rest. “I told the guard we have the body of Master Mathias. He is checking with his captain to learn where the body can be stored until the burial ceremony and to make sure it is watched.”

Kaeden bowed. “Thank you, Captain Reginar.”

The man nodded. “It is the least we can do for the former Truthsayer.” He placed a hand on the box, and the scar near his left eye wrinkled as his face furrowed. “I made a mistake many years ago and Master Mathias helped me. I wish . . .” He took in a deep breath. “Anyway, it is my honor to escort Master Mathias and help put him to rest.”

A warmth expanded inside Kaeden’s chest. How many people had Mathias helped over the course of his life? Every time he turned around, another person spoke of Mathias with praise and admiration. The Eldaran truly lived the way of the Word.

After the guards came and took the burial box, and the horses and wagon were taken care of, the group was led
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