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CHAPTER ONE
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We were in shambles. We could do nothing but wait.

Cerrick has never been in this part of the palace before.

In the bowels, close enough to where Brandr led him and Edlyn the day they crawled out of the sea—except more in the center than the outskirts. Cerrick never even knew the palace had jails. He heard rumors of such things, but dark dungeons seemed so archaic for Kryos in this age. They seemed more like the tales parents would tell their children to get them to behave—go to bed on time or they’ll come to lock you up in the dark palace jails.

However, the cell in front of Cerrick’s eyes is no mere tale. All is dark, but Cerrick’s eyes have long since adjusted to the gray walls and the lumps that make up his cot and bedpan in the corner.

Light gradually declined into darkness as he was led here, separate from Edlyn and Brandr and Edda. Held by an uncaring hand at the back of his neck. Met with silence no matter how much he pled for answers.

All he does is sit on the edge of his cot, back against the cold wall.

They stripped him of Njord’s cloak and most of his layers when they dumped him in here, leaving him to near freeze in this cellar. He aches to think of what they did with that cloak. It’s silly, especially under the circumstances, to grow so upset by something as petty and insignificant as a cloak. But that cloak represents Njord, comfort, and all the warmth associated with him. Cerrick misses and worries for everyone in the Phantom, but Njord brings about a particular ache.

He misses Njord, plain and simple.

Two days, Cerrick has been here, alone in this dark room with nothing and no one to keep him company except the silent servants who bring him food twice a day. He’s been keeping careful count of every hour, determined not to lose time down here in the dark. Sometimes he counts the seconds to keep himself awake, keep himself from going mad staring at the walls.

He tries to conserve his energy while keeping alert. It’s exhausting to sit here and do nothing but nurture the tightly wound coil of nerves in his stomach, impossible not to let his ears perk up every time someone walks by. If he’s not careful, this darkness might claim him. He always thought he belonged in darkness, but this does not suit him.

––––––––
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FIVE DAYS.

His math must be off. He must be truly losing his mind. If anything, he’s surprised he hasn’t been here longer.

He keeps waiting for soft footsteps to come up to his door and unlock it. An apology for making him wait so long without explanation, without even a reason for his arrest. Cerrick has asked everyone who brings him food what the reason is—he’s required by law to know. And yet no one even looks at him.

This can’t be all there is. Surely there will be some kind of public inquiry. Surely Andor doesn’t mean to leave him here, abandoned like this, for good. That would go against every principle of Kryos and what the Thorpe Code intends. Against their longstanding system of justice, what’s meant to give everyone a fair chance.

When Cerrick was arrested, he should’ve been told why, but he wasn’t considering that at the time. Saints know what excuse Andor has formulated for the public, for the eventual trial. Because there will be a trial. Cerrick will not just sit here for the rest of his days, alone, confused, slowly going mad.

Is Andor truly ready to let go of the code of Kryos so quickly and eagerly?

Cerrick listens for any hint of gossip from guards about Andor, about other prisoners, about anything at all. Gossip from idle, low ranking guards is one of the fastest and most reliable ways to get information. Only this time, maddeningly, it doesn’t work out. Cerrick hears no other prisoners grumbling. The only proof of other inmates in their cells is the sound of doors creaking open when the food is delivered.

Cerrick hangs his head and prays. It’s all he can do.

He has time to think—perhaps too much—about how everything went so horribly wrong in the span of a few seconds. He’s examined every possibility of how Andor knew where they were and how much he knows now. It’s safest to assume he knows everything.

The Phantom meant to announce themselves that day, but they anticipated holding a lot more power afterward.

After he’s driven himself mad with that line of thought, Cerrick moves onto Bertie’s death yet again. He already did his mourning while recuperating in Solveig’s mansion. To do it again with the image of Bertie’s body falling onto the rocks and going abruptly limp is...different. It’s there nearly every time he closes his eyes. When he has nightmares, there are no warm arms to hold him, no soft voice to pull him out of it. No one at all.

Bertie is dead. He died hating and loving Cerrick as he always did, suffering a betrayal from someone he thought he trusted. No one deserves to die with the pain of betrayal, especially while falling backwards into the Gryting Sea. While in the moment Cerrick had nothing but indifference, he now has the luxury to cry.

Above all, Cerrick is exhausted. He spends more than one night sobbing himself to a long, restless sleep. He wants this to be over. He wants to be free. He wants to see another living human’s face. He wants warmth.

He wants. He needs. He aches.

If this is his fate, his own special cell in Saint Renalie’s hell, Andor chose fittingly. Cerrick can already feel himself going mad, tracing imaginary shadows on the ceiling.

Each day, the most consistent sound is ragged sobbing from the cell directly to his right. Other inmates grumble at that prisoner to shut up, and the crier in the next cell never says anything but, “Sorry, sorry,” in between gasping breaths.

Solid stone separates them, though Cerrick’s curiosity would give anything to see them and form a profile, guess what they’re crying about. Those tears are not formed of an idle sadness—they’re the type ripped directly from the soul. Born of a deep, old hurt. Cerrick hears too much of himself in those tears. He bears pity and sympathy while the other prisoners don’t even have tolerance. Sometimes Cerrick cries with that poor, sad soul, though he does so silently.

During one of these ceaseless nights, slow, rhythmic footsteps echo in the wide stone hallway beyond the cell. Cerrick resists the impulse to look up, trying to avoid making a fool of himself.

The great rattle of a key in a lock. His cell door slowly swinging open. The figure standing there bathed in shadow isn’t holding a lantern or a white crystal, and their silhouette is imposing and quiet. Cerrick swallows, wishing to the Saints he had a weapon. He doesn’t see the shadow of a Pointstaff, but that doesn’t mean it’s not Andor coming to end him at last.

Their gait, the way they shake their hair out of their face—Cerrick couldn’t forget it if he tried.

“Edlyn?” Cerrick whispers with a raw throat, a grin spreading across his face in disbelief. The very sight of her puts life back into his veins. Emotion swells in his weary heart. Before he can blink, he has her in his arms. Naked and unadulterated relief washes over him. He’s never in his life been so relieved to have someone so close.

“Shh,” she says, making him realize he’s been quietly laughing. She’s down to just one freezing layer like him. Without the bulky form of her black cloak around her shoulders, she looks strangely petite.

She squeezes him tight and hands him a waterskin. “Careful, I only have two. Don’t drink too much.”

Cerrick drinks enough to loosely sate his parched throat and gasps, “Brandr and Edda?” as she hands him a knife. He’s not going to question where she got it, nor where she got the matching one in her own hand.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I haven’t even heard their names mentioned. They’re likely being held somewhere else, a higher floor or wing. Anyway, we’ll worry about them once we’re safe. Follow me,” she says. “Quietly.”

Saving his questions, he treads silently behind her through the stone hallway. Thank the Saints they gave him thin slippers to replace his thick boots, as he wouldn’t survive with socked feet on this cold floor.

He chances a glance at the other cells, counting dozens and dozens of identical units lining both sides of the wall. Edlyn left the door to his wide open. He goes as quickly as she allows, not wanting to attract the attention of other prisoners.

Despite himself, his eyes fall on the cell directly to the right of his, that of the crier.

“What?”

Cerrick looks at Edlyn and realizes he’s grabbed her arm, halting them both.

“Sorry,” he whispers. “Give me one minute.”

“We don’t have a minute,” she argues, but allows him to go forth anyway.

“I won’t be long.” If Cerrick didn’t investigate, he wouldn’t be able to rest. His curiosity would eat him alive from within. He must put a face to those wracking sobs, even if said face spits curses at him—or worse, wakes the whole cell block up.

Go back to her, he thinks desperately. It’s not worth it.

She wouldn’t leave him here, but he won’t be the reason they get thrown back in those cells with tightened security. He needs to see daylight again, even if it’s the light of depressing gray clouds. Anything would be better than this dungeon’s endless darkness.

“Hello?” Cerrick whispers into the darkness of this cell. He squints, but can’t make anything out.

A long, long moment of silence, without even a sign of life from within. Cerrick begins turning away, cursing himself for this foolishness, when at last from the depths comes a reply. “Yes?”

Cerrick curls his hands around the bars and smiles, wondering if that will help draw the crying stranger out of the dark. “I’m your cell neighbor,” Cerrick whispers, his heart pounding at the thought of waking the other inmates. “I heard you crying, and I—I wanted to see who you were. My curiosity wouldn’t let me leave without it.”

“Leave? What? You’re leaving?” Cerrick’s mysterious neighbor is up on their feet in seconds. Oh, Saints, now Cerrick has gone and done it. He bites back a curse, struggling to keep the smile on.

The figure comes to the bars, finally entering Cerrick’s vision. Tall, taller than him, and thin as a stick. Yellow hair that sticks out in every direction, dirty and unkempt, dead brown eyes sagging in their sockets. Pale fingers that replace Cerrick’s on the bars, bony and long. All of his skin has a grayish tint to it, an unhealthy glow.

Alfred Dalton.

He’s a ghastly, ghostly sight, almost entirely unrecognizable compared to the smiling man Cerrick once met. Cerrick jumps back, removing his hands from the bars. His quick reaction doesn’t go over well with Alfred, whose face contorts into an ugly grimace like he’s going to bust out into tears again.

Cerrick sees the tear stains on his face—just today he had one of his worst crying fits. Bloodshot and red rimmed eyes stick out starkly against his awful color.

Cerrick quickly plasters the smile back on, sighing in relief when Alfred’s expression falls back to normal. “Alfred?” he whispers. “What are you doing here?”

Alfred’s face dissolves back into that hellish grimace again, and Cerrick winces. “No, it’s okay, you don’t have to answer that,” he quickly says, watching Alfred relax. Strange, how quick he is to react both to questions and reassurances. Thankfully, they haven’t made enough noise to rouse anyone else. “You just go back.”

He makes a shooing motion. Alfred watches him keenly with those wide, sunken eyes as Cerrick slowly backs away. He doesn’t want to spook Alfred, but his efforts are futile, because Alfred shakes the bars only moments after he realizes Cerrick is leaving. “No,” he murmurs, in a low tone that grows steadily louder, “no, don’t go, no...”

Cerrick runs back to Edlyn as quietly as he can, knowing he doesn’t have time to answer Alfred’s questions or get answers to his own. Alfred isn’t of sound mind in the first place. Cerrick doesn’t know what happened to him, how the hell he ended up here, but that’s something to be contemplated later when it’s safe. He touches Edlyn’s sleeve, pulling her along as Alfred’s cries of desperation grow louder and louder.

Edlyn leads the way as Alfred’s whispers turn to screams, as commotion stirs in the other cells. Thankfully, Alfred’s frequent cries have made him unreliable, impossible to be trusted. They’ll have until morning before the guards realize they’ve escaped, if it’s not morning already.

Fool, Cerrick curses himself as he and Edlyn run, their footsteps just loud enough to make him wince. Curiosity kills. What did he gain from that? Nothing except more questions.

Edlyn leads with the confidence of someone who knows where she’s going. He wonders how long it’s been since she escaped, how long she’s been planning this. He memorizes the corridors and dimly lit hallways as best he can, in case he’s ever back here again without a light. Heavens forbid.

“Just so you know,” she whispers, “I have no fucking idea where we’re going.”

“Oh, wonderful. You could’ve waited to tell me that until after we’re out.”

“We don’t keep secrets from each other.” She squeezes his hand. The fact that she’s able to joke at a time like this helps him breathe. They’re codependent on each other’s happiness and wellbeing. Survival instinct, in some ways.

“I’m following you,” he says. They’re ascending a set of stairs in total darkness, further confirming his suspicions that it’s the middle of the night. The guard detail is either asleep or reduced. “What about Brandr and Edda?”

“Like I said, I have no idea where they are. This dungeon is damn confusing. We won’t help them by getting ourselves captured in the attempt to free them. Once we get out, we can gather our resources and allies and prepare another assault.”

Cerrick opens his mouth to protest further, but Edlyn stops to lay a finger across his lips. “Can you just imagine what Brandr would say right now if he were with us?” she asks, then, in a gruff imitation of Brandr’s voice; “’Kids, get the hell out while you can. Don’t sacrifice yourselves to save my sorry ass.’ Cerrick, you forget this man was in the Ice for five years. If anyone can break out of a prison, it’s him. He’ll be fine. The Phantom will be fine.”

“It’s not just that,” he snaps. “I care about him.” With a shudder, he recalls his nightmares aboard the ship to the Oslands, the whispered word heartless.

Edlyn’s face softens. “Yes, I care about him too,” she murmurs, smoothing down his collar. “But we need to go.”

Cerrick draws a breath and nods. “You didn’t happen to find where they’re stowing our cloaks?”

“Shit, I wish. It’s going to be miserable out there without them.”

Cerrick thinks of Njord, Ivan, Solveig, all the others who were there in the battle. Were they arrested, too? He’s contemplated their fates only too much in the past week.

“No sign of Njord? Anyone?”

“If I had known, it would’ve been the first thing out of my mouth. I’m sorry, Cerrick.” She grabs his hand and laces their fingers together as they walk quietly. They’ve put enough distance between themselves and Alfred for his screams to become muffled, despite the echo and vast emptiness of these walls. Cerrick prays they’ll have a moderate head start.

Up, up, up to the surface. In this darkness, they’re both blind, and if a guard saw them they’d be as good as dead.

The only guard they encounter is standing around the corner at the top of the steps, silent and stiff like a statue. Cerrick’s heart leaps into his throat, but Edlyn keeps her composure and quietly tugs him along the other way. The guard doesn’t notice them.

Finally, they’re met with a patch of light streaming from beneath a distant door. Cerrick’s heart swells with relief. They’re standing within one of many endless hallways, but this one is all stone, no cells. The cells seem to reside only in the bowels of the palace, out of view of respectable society.

They pick up the pace, racing towards the light source. Their footsteps pound against the pavement, loud as a scream, but Cerrick doesn’t find it in him to care. They burst through a small side door, emerging into the light of the morning. It’s not midnight as Cerrick thought, but rather dawn, judging by the low level of light struggling to burst through the clouds.

He’s so busy staring at the sky, taking his first breath of cold, fresh air, that he fails to notice where they are until Edlyn swears. She whispers with reverence instead of dread, a good sign.

Cerrick finds himself standing at the base of a gradual rocky incline, jagged rocks rising high to their left with the noise of the sea crashing into the rocks beyond. The side door they just emerged from is the only sign of human interference in the mountain. Far, far above, if Cerrick squints, he can make out the shape of the eastern palace wall. Saints, how deep underground were those cells?

He realizes this strange, unknown door is not the revelation Edlyn swore over. She’s busy fussing with the reins of a horse, tied to a long pole beside the door. The horse is one in a line of many. An empty guards’ post resides beside it with a bag of dice and a ring of moisture where a canteen once sat. They don’t have long—the guard on duty must be going to refill their water supply from a nearby freshwater source.

Cerrick shivers as a calm breeze picks up, reminding him of how thin his clothes are. What he wouldn’t give for a cloak of any kind right now. Crossing his arms tightly over his body and hunching into himself isn’t going to do much.

He tries to butt in and help Edlyn just for an excuse to move, get his blood flowing, but she shoos him away. Sufficiently scolded, he stands back again, trying not to do something noticeable like jog in place.

She readies the horse with a speed he can hardly comprehend. Her movements are all automatic, unconscious. Before he can open his mouth, she says, “We’re going to Tailing.”

“Edlyn, we’re in the middle of a rebellion. What about the others, what about the gemsha—”

“Exactly,” she says. “The whole country is going to be swarming after us the moment they realize we’re gone. We’ll flee to Tailing. We’ll hide out there until we figure out where the others are and how we can regroup. Cerrick, we will regroup.”

“But—”

She jabs a finger at him. Her skin is so pale. Is that the light or the cold? If it were the cold, she should be flushed. He’s so distracted by the haleness of it, reminding him dangerously of Alfred, that he nearly misses her next words. “You’ll get us to Tailing, and if you even think about circling back here, I’ll break every bone in your body. We can’t afford to be seen right now. The others will be fine. If we want to help them, we first have to worry about ourselves.”

He opens a speechless mouth.

“I got us out,” she gasps. “You do the rest.” She starts to sway, her eyes drifting closed. Cerrick’s body knows what’s going to happen before his mind does. He takes a leap forward, arms outstretched. Edlyn collapses into his arms, limp and heavy as a corpse. She’s suspiciously cold, more than could be explained by the cold outdoors. They’ve been outside no more than a few minutes.

In a quick panic, he pats her down, looking for injuries. Is her old one giving her trouble? Is she bleeding from somewhere? Is something broken? Please, Saints, don’t make him have to go through this agony again. He doesn’t have her cane. He doesn’t have anything that could help her.

After a frantic search, he finds nothing amiss. Her heart is steady and strong, she’s beginning to warm, she’s dry, and her color is slowly returning. He concludes that there must’ve been much more to this escape plan than she let on at first. He prays that it’s only a mysterious side effect, that it’ll wear off on its own.

He tries not to jostle her too much as he manhandles her onto the horse and climbs up behind her. He shifts, knowing the best angle to sit in order not to wake her as he digs his heels into the horse’s sides. Though Edlyn seems to be in a sleep so deep she’s not in danger of being awoken.

In a way, that’s just as unsettling.

Cerrick is consumed with a momentary anger. He doesn’t know exactly how to get to Tailing, certainly not without a map. Kryos is a big, barren, lifeless place that doesn’t offer many landmarks in the northern countryside. In the north, he won’t have the sun’s position to guide him.

Travelers have always compensated with frequent signs posted throughout the countryside. Some experienced professional have only one job in northern Kryos; to tell novice travelers which direction they’re facing.

Of course, Cerrick isn’t at liberty to seek the service of those people. Even if they didn’t know who he was—the story of the Phantom has likely spread nationwide by now—he doesn’t want to leave a trail for Andor to follow. Could Edlyn not have given him any direction before passing out?

I got us out. You do the rest.

Cerrick takes a long breath. Tailing is south. He just needs to keep riding south, and he’ll get there.

This whole time, Edlyn must’ve been fighting to stay awake. Cerrick tries desperately to keep his mind on something, anything other than what might’ve caused her to collapse like that. A list of possible herbs and their derivative potions and drugs come to mind.

Edlyn’s weight is still warm and solid at his back. Deep breaths of frigid air help soothe his panic. He never thought he’d miss seeing his breath in front of his face in the middle of spring, but alas.

Once they reach the top of the incline, he discovers that they’re not in Rinnfell. They’re in an open snowy field. To the west are the mountains that box Rinnfell in, and to the east is the city. Cerrick feels naked beneath its gaze.

The clops of the horse’s hooves soften on the snow, something he’s deeply thankful for. Rinnfell has probably been turned upside down since the Phantom’s attempted takeover. People will be whispering about what this means for the future, who the strange cloaked rebels were, if this is in fact the beginning of the seventh rebellion.

Some people will be rioting in the streets, protesting the government, others advocating for its retainment. A few hundred of Andor’s most loyal soldiers will be out patrolling for all the Phantom members that weren’t caught and shoved in the dungeon. Shortly they’ll be searching for Cerrick and Edlyn.

The morning is quiet and cold, almost too peaceful. Cerrick keeps searching for a familiar tightness in his chest, but he finds none. It’s the absence of one, not the presence, which makes him more nervous. Who is he without his worries, without his problems and monsters come to haunt him? Who is he as someone normal?

Normal. As if he could ever be.

Right now, there is no one but him and a slumbering Edlyn and the place where the cloud cover is thinnest on the horizon, the bright spot where the sun fights to break through. There is only the sobering cold, the ice lake his horse trots over, this strange blankness in Cerrick’s chest.

Maybe it’s the breeze numbing his skin. He needs more layers than this. Growing up on the northernmost point of Kryos taught him that. But his own warmth sustains him, as well as the suggestion of sunlight, as he rides through the morning on the path between cities.

––––––––
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JUST KEEP GOING SOUTH.

They become the words most familiar to the inside of his mind, even more than his constant prayers for Njord, Brandr, Edda, and all the others. Edlyn soon joins that list—she still sleeps against his back soundly. When he stops to sleep himself during the nights, she still sleeps silently beside him and the fires he makes.

He wishes he had a cloak to give her as a makeshift bedroll, a blanket, anything. He sleeps with his arms around her because he fears that she’ll freeze in the night after the fire dies, that they both will.

He wonders if she’ll become some Saintly miracle, sleeping without sustenance for a week and then waking up healthier than ever. Changed. Enlightened.

The other option is inconceivable. Every night, every day, every hour, he prays for Edlyn’s return to this waking world. I won’t let Saint Renalie have you yet, he thinks among fervent curses and pleading and nonsensical ramblings about how he can’t lose her. He can’t lose her without ever knowing how she got this way.

Needless to say, he doesn’t get much sleep.

He refills their waterskins in the icy rivers they pass, steals food in towns they pass only when he needs to. Each trip into each town is a beat of anxiety in his chest, sureness that he’s about to get slapped back in shackles and thrown in the dark depths of prison. His Ice instincts hold strong, however, and he emerges unscathed each time.

Just ride south.

Those three words guide him through his loosening grip on reality, through the fog, through the smoke. South holds his hand, holds the reins of the horse when he starts to drift off. He has to make up for sleep somewhere.

The number of times he wakes suddenly on the horse and finds that Edlyn is still at his back, the horse still trotting along calmly, are surprisingly few. It’s truly remarkable. Cerrick has no idea at times if he’s still going south or back north the way he came, but those pounding fears are alleviated by the first road sign he sees.

He doesn’t see another soul on the road except in the towns, which is a good thing, but he’s still lonely. It makes his chest seize when he thinks about the warm body at his back, the soft hair tickling the bare back of his neck.

To entertain himself, he tries to think of the stories his mother told him when he was truly a child, when she might’ve really loved him. Perhaps the only time. His father was never around enough for Cerrick to make a judgment. His scarce memories of the man involve a perpetually stressed, messy haired man grumbling over the dinner table while his mother frowned.

He remembers his mother’s laughter as she talked about her own mother fumbling in the crowded Grenivik shopping markets, the way a young Cerrick laughed when she did the same thing. His stomach twists, thinking of her, of his blasted father.

They know nothing of what’s become of him since he left for Rinnfell. He wrote them letters while he was at Trygg, but those stopped when their replies did. The message was clear. They had no interest in him, and wanted simply to be done.

What would they think of him now? They’d hate him all the more for daring to think the Phantom could dream up a better Kryos than the one they have now. That they could do a better job than the wise, experienced Andor, backed by their beloved Duke Gustav. One of many reasons Cerrick was eager to get out of Grenivik, the most prominent city in Reynr dukedom, was Gustav. He always felt choked by the people’s diehard devotion to the man.

Cerrick’s thoughts drift to the Hagens, his true family aside from the Phantom, and his heart aches anew. He misses them and their casual touches, the easy way they smiled, joked with him, included him in their circle. No one ever has a bad word to say about Aeton, and Queen Brenda is one of many reasons why.

That longing, and a longing for Njord, follows him with every step farther away.

Only once or twice is he seriously tempted to turn around and go back, but that urge is always followed with the memory of Edlyn’s threat, and the fact that he’s come too far now to go back.

Unlike riding from Rinnfell to Brandr’s Fura manor, one can’t cross from the northern to the southern dukedoms in Kryos in a few hours. After four whole days of riding slowly, cautiously, worried about exhausting his horse, Cerrick finally lays eyes on the first glints of green grass and sunlight.

But when he does, oh, it’s glorious.

They say one never notices at what point the clouds disappear when crossing from sunless northern Kryos to any lighter part of the world. That was true of Aeton, because Cerrick had a carriage roof over his head and his head bowed, stomach curled in nerves. He’s never experienced the gradual change between northern and southern Kryos, as he’s never been south, but it’s true that the thick miserable clouds don’t end in one harsh line before giving way to bright blue sky. His first glimpse of green and gold comes in the evening, when the sun is about to set.

When he looks up and finds the snow gone, replaced by grass the same green as Brandr’s cloak, he pulls back on the horse’s reins. Cerrick sits and takes it in—the green in front of him, the bright, brilliant, golden sun setting to his right. As he rides, the gold slowly morphs into a deep orange, bold and breathtaking unlike anything he’s ever seen before.

On the distant horizon, he can see the outline of trees, a forest that spreads as far as the eye can see. Most of Tailing and much of Hester and Burfell dukedoms lie beneath the heavy cover of leaves. To see the legendary green in person finally after hearing about it for so long is—strange. This must be what it’s like to see a Saint.

Most surprising of all is that mere seconds after the sunlight falls onto his front, he becomes warmed through. It’s a simple but powerful marvel, enough for Cerrick to laugh aloud in pure glee.

He manages to forget about Edlyn’ strange slumber for a moment, enjoying the way he shivers as the sun delivers every bit of heat he’s been told belongs in a proper sunny day. The cold of Aeton’s wintry air was never fully tamed by the sunlight, but this—they say southern Kryos gets sunlight the way northern doesn’t. It never ends, even in the dead of winter.

He rides through most of the night, taking it slow, simply because he can’t bear to stop now that he’s here. His neck grows sore from craning up to observe the hundreds of bright white dots in the clear black sky. Stars.

He’s rarely ever had a chance to look at them before.

Edlyn knows the sun well, but he still wishes she were awake to see this. He wages she’d love to observe his reaction even if she found the stars uninteresting. His heart aches.

They shared the first moment he saw sunlight, together on the edge of Ressegal, just inside the border. Cerrick couldn’t move his feet for a full ten minutes. He stood and watched the sky in awe.

Edlyn didn’t understand, but she waited wordlessly for him to manage to close his mouth. She still expresses disbelief that it took him two decades of life to see the sun. To feel its warmth.

This is so different than the dark, confusing nights of Kryos as he knows them. Not all of his nights in Aeton were cloudless, and he wasn’t paying attention to the stars then. Now, he savors each and every bit of light, and when he wakes, warmth. He doesn’t need a fire, and he’s not daydreaming of extra layers. The sun and the blue sky overhead are the most brilliant combination of color he’s ever seen, aside from perhaps the red leaves white trunks of Aeton’s Middle Forest.

He’s now in Skad’s dukedom of Hester, where her power over him is absolute. He keeps a close watch with every stop he must take.

Is this what fifteen year old Edlyn did when he came to Kryos for the first time? Did she ride these same roads, lost and confused, reading road signs in a language she barely understood? The thought of it is strangely comforting, as if it’s bringing them closer together.

Edlyn sleeps for the entirety of the journey. A few times she stirs, and the unexpected movement sets Cerrick’s heart ablaze. She never wakes, no matter how much he prays.

Once he’s met the sun, he picks up the pace, but it’s another six, almost seven days before the sign for Tailing comes into view. Road signs have been pointing him in this direction for days, the distance decreasing each time he looks, but this sign is painted with both Kryc words and Tailing characters.

Those eleven days on horseback are difficult. Edlyn sleeps slumped against his back, as has become their tradition. Solitude becomes Cerrick’s unlikely companion as he rides with nothing but open countryside in front of him. The only thing he must do is direct his horse in a straight line, and the rest of the time is for him to think.

He remembers the way she collapsed just outside the prison exit. That was her breaking point, the occasion where her stores of strength finally ran out. For months, she’s been carrying them, holding them together. When Cerrick turned from Aeton, he was a wreck. She picked up the pieces. She kept him going.

Now it’s time for him to return the favor.

Questions still swim in his head—how and why she collapsed, how she freed them, what happens now. He’s content to forgo the details while he waits for her to wake. He’s grateful he can finally find some peace within his own mind.

––––––––
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AT LAST, HE PULLS THE horse to a halt, dismounting in the view of the border guards clad in red. Tailing, a land of myth and legendary beauty taught to him through Edlyn, lies so tantalizingly close. His stomach twists in nerves. He’s almost hesitant to go inside for fear of shattering the illusion of its simple beauty as she described it to him.

“Edlyn,” he whispers, shaking her. “Edlyn. We’re here. Wake up.” If she doesn’t, he’d have to venture into Tailing and find a medic to examine her, something he couldn’t accomplish. He’s a foreign man. Carrying in an unconscious woman wouldn’t count as having a woman vouch for his presence—or would it? If he’s caring for her, seeking help, showing that he loves her, would that count even if she can’t speak?

Still, he’d do whatever he had to get her help, and fuck all the consequences. He would start a war with Tailing that lasts throughout the seventh era of Kryos if it meant bringing Edlyn back to him.

His stomach is tied up in knots, deathly afraid that she’s not going to respond to any of his promptings. Please wake up, he prays for the umpteenth time. Please, Saints. I’ll give anything.

To his utter relief, Edlyn stirs for longer than she ever has in the past eleven days. A grumble rises from her throat. Cerrick fumbles for the waterskin. His fingers are shaking almost too much to hold it steady. Despite his ragged breaths, a grin spreads across his face. His heart pulses.

Edlyn’s eyes slowly crack open, and she throws an arm over her face to block out the sun. The fact that she has strength enough to do so...Cerrick breathes. Bit by bit, as Edlyn returns to herself, so does life return to him.

She takes the waterskin from him as soon as she sees it, drinking deeply. Her fingers shake. Cerrick holds up the bottom so she won’t drop it. She’s weak, as anyone would be after sleeping for eleven mysterious days without sustenance. Cerrick bites down on all his questions. It doesn’t matter what happened. All that matters is that she’s awake and alive and safe. They’re in Tailing, where—

A glance at the gate reminds him that they’re not in Tailing yet.

Cerrick hands her a few pieces of jerky, stolen from his last visit into a town. She wolfs it down, chasing it with more water. Cerrick offers her a few pieces of stale bread, wishing he had more. She sighs once she’s eaten.

He shifts to scoop her up in his arms, carry her to the border guards in their striking red and green. The curved blades they hold aloft are pure, gleaming silver, long and menacing.

Edlyn, however, shakes his hands off and drags herself to her feet. “Stop,” she says, her voice rough and scratchy as sawdust from underuse. “I’m fine.”

“Edlyn, you were asleep for eleven days. That’s not fine.” Cerrick wraps his fingers tightly around her arm, ignoring her attempts to swat that off. “You’re not fine. We’re here, we’re safe, we can take our time. I demand an explanation.”

She pauses. “Eleven days?”

“Eleven days,” he presses, pouncing on a lapse in her iron façade. “Please. Tell me what happened. Nothing’s going to happen to us here. I haven’t seen a soul on the road until now, not counting townsfolk.”

“You didn’t let yourself be seen?”

Cerrick rolls his eyes. “You’re arguing to deflect.”

“Like you don’t do it too.”

“Yes, that’s how I recognize it in you.” He pulls her close against him, pressing his nose to her hair. Hugging her tight. “You need to recognize that I worry about you. Not just now—you almost dying on that ship nearly did me in. If you’re going to put yourself in life
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