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CHAPTER 1
THE UNION

 

The ritual was held in the Temple of Union, inside the vast heart of a glowing wraithwood tree.  The tree jutted upwards, jagged spires scraping the heavens, pale bark shining with a whisper of icy blue light. 

Inside, the hollowed-out tree had been turned into a roughly shaped circular chamber, a row of faintly glowing chairs forming a semi-circle furthest from the entrance. Robed council members sat quietly, waiting for the ritual to begin in earnest. Their cloaks gleamed a midnight blue, traces of silver thread glinting in the gentle glow of the tree. Faces were hidden in the shadows of oversized hoods, but she could feel them watching, eyes hungry in those darkened depths. A ring of candles took up the center of the room, warm light at war with the ghastly glow from the tree. In the center of them, the girl sat in silence, another Bondless at her side.

Sixteen years she’d waited for this moment, for this very ritual, for an identity. The girl reached up, nervously tucking a lock of ashen hair behind her ear, and surveyed the boy sitting beside her. His dark eyes roamed the room, darting from place to place with the frightened energy of a rabbit caught in the shadow of a hawk. He had a full face, a boyish chubbiness to his body that only a growth spurt could take away. His wavy brown hair was smoothed back, gleaming with oil, an unusual departure from his usual tousled locks. 

He wore a robe identical to her own, midnight blue with a silver sash tied around the waist, customary for the Ritual of Union. They’d removed their dark leather boots at the entrance to the chamber, and the girl wiggled her toes, happy to be free of them. She tugged impatiently at a loose thread poking out of her robes, her thoughts drifting. How many wore these robes before me?

Once the ritual was complete, she’d no longer be Bondless. Over the course of their youth, the Council had watched them closely, picking apart their personalities and interests, dissecting every action and choice made throughout their formative years. And with that information, they chose one boy and one girl to put through the bonding ritual. After the process, the two would cease to be apart, their thoughts, minds, and hearts melding, creating a pairing that would grant them the strength to face the Darkness lurking beyond the boundaries of Sanctuary, their home. It was an honor, that unity the greatest blessing a Bondless could ever receive. 

She’d known her entire life that the culmination of her choices would lead to this moment, that she’d eventually be given a new title – Bonded. In those brief moments of freedom where they were allowed contact, she’d watched the boys play and wondered which of them the Council would see fit to pair her with. But something had changed as she’d gotten older, curiosity giving way to uneasiness, the thought of being permanently bound to another losing its shiny luster. 

Now, sitting in that circle, she felt well and truly frightened.  To fully give her mind and heart to another wasn’t something she even wanted to consider. The women that had raised her, with dull eyes and hollow words, had tried to convince her of the honor such a union would bring, allaying her fears at every turn, but she’d always felt like they were keeping something from her, some truth locked away behind a vacant gaze, sealed behind unsmiling lips. She glanced to the boy at her side and studied him, unable to keep her mouth from sinking into a dissatisfied frown.   

Why him? The thought was cruel, but she couldn’t force it away. Of all the pairings, they’d chosen him. Weak-willed and pliable, he’d always been the kid running to tell the Watchers when someone did something wrong. Helplessly obedient, the cherished Bondless that the Watchers hoped they’d all aspire to be. It grated on her nerves that he didn’t seem to possess an opinion of his own, nor thoughts in his head beyond pleasing others. If it had been any other sitting next to her, she might not have felt so nervous, but she’d be sharing her mind and heart with a boy she didn’t even like. 

She forced herself to focus on what she would get out of the exchange – a name. Throughout her youth, she’d always been referred to as ‘Bondless’, or simply called ‘Child.’ During the Ritual of Union, she’d finally be given a permanent name, an identity of her own, something that belonged to her and her alone. 

A soft rustling broke the uneasy silence and she glanced up, surprised to find herself staring at the Union Master himself. The man had long been an enigma. She knew he commanded the lands of Sanctuary, keeping its citizens safe from the darkness that threatened them from beyond their borders. Along with the Council, he made the rules and kept the peace. Until their time of union, the Bondless rarely saw him outside of formal events. 

He was older than she remembered. His thinning hair was faded to a dull gray, and he had a sharp, weathered face that looked like it had been carved from rock. He wore a similar robe to hers, and it hung loose on his lanky body, swirling about his feet as he approached. He regarded them with hawkish eyes, lips drawn into a tight line. His cold expression made her uneasy, and she exchanged a weary glance with the boy that would become her bond mate. 

With an upsweep of his hand, the Union Maser commanded them to rise. They stood and, just as they’d been taught, knelt and bowed their heads in respect. “Good. You may rise.” He waited until he had their full focus before continuing. “I welcome you both to this most special of rituals and wish to formally introduce myself. No doubt, you’ve seen me a time or two over the years, but what is a face without a name? From this point on, you may refer to me as Master Nyson.”

The two Bondless bowed in unison. 

“Ah, such manners,” Nyson said, his gravelly voice taking on an edge of approval. “You stand before me today, two Bondless children ready to take the next step in your journey. As you are aware, the Watchers and the Council have done their due diligence. They have observed your actions closely, studied your choices, discovered the strengths and weaknesses that you both possess. We are all amazed at the growth you’ve shown over the years, and we are honored to guide you through this most important ritual. Shall we begin?”

With those words, her heart thumped in her chest, her stomach twisting at the thought of what might follow. She kept her expression passive, her breathing controlled. The last thing she needed was the boy next to her thinking she was as frightened as he looked. He shuffled his weight from foot to foot, wringing his hands and looking at the ground, avoiding eye contact with those staring at them. 

From the shadows, two men emerged. At first glance, the girl thought she was seeing double. It wasn’t just their robes that matched, the men were identical in every way possible. Tall and lean, they were both dreadfully pale, white chin length hair making them look like ghosts hovering at the edge of the candlelight. They bowed respectfully to Nyson, then took up a seat opposite the Bondless. Each held a bag, and from these they produced several vials filled with colored liquids, parchment, ink, quills, and a strange contraption with a needle-sharp point. This was done in silence, the men matching each other’s movements without even looking at each other. They hardly seemed to be separate people at all, so precise and perfect were their mirrored actions that the girl couldn’t look away, fascinated by what she was seeing.  

“This – this is what it is to be Bonded,” Nyson said with reverence. “To know the thoughts of your bond mate well enough that you could so perfectly mimic their movements without a single glance.” 

We’ll share our thoughts, our feelings, the girl silently lamented. She looked at the round-faced boy again and cursed her luck. Maybe she didn’t want to be Bonded, not to him, or to anyone. It wasn’t her choice though, and it never would be. Just like everything else in her life, this was being decided for her. 

She looked away from the boy only to find Nyson staring at her, frowning as he picked apart her expression. “Is something wrong?” he asked her, not breaking eye contact. 

“No! No, of course not, Master Nyson,” she blurted, shifting her features to something more agreeable. “My thoughts merely strayed.”

He held her gaze a moment longer before nodding. “Then let us continue. You both know the importance of this. This bond you are to be gifted, it is unlike anything you’ve yet to experience. To succeed, you must treat your bond, and each other, with the utmost respect. If you can do that, you will flourish, but first you’ll need a name. Sit, both of you.”

Her heart fluttered at the mention of receiving a name. She sat opposite one of the white-haired men, watching as he smoothed a piece of parchment between them and arranged a bottle of ink to be within easy reach. He picked up a quill and dipped it in the ink, then waited for Nyson to continue. 

Nyson turned his eyes back on her, and she forced herself to meet his gaze. She interlocked her hands in her lap, nails digging into her skin as she tried to remain calm. “It took some time picking out a name for you, Child,” Nyson began. “Through your youth, you’ve shown that you are spirited and intelligent. Your kindness and bravery are commendable traits, and it is these qualities we smiled upon when we thought of who to bond you with. Your strength compliments him greatly and that will bring happiness and stability to you both.” 

Thump, thump, thump, went her heart. She smiled as she listened, nodding in agreement as he listed off her more redeeming qualities. 

“One cannot be made of just good qualities, however,” he said, and the words wiped her face clean of whatever smile had formed there, unease settling into her bones. “Be mindful of the doubt that plagues you, girl. We’ve seen it far too often over the years and do not want that to lead you astray. You are curious about your new life, and rightfully so, but that curiosity will lead you to trouble. Be grateful for this life, and never cast doubt upon it. In this, your bond mate will help you. His dedication will reveal to you the value of devotion, both to this life, and to your bond.”

Her nails dug further into her skin. “Of course, Master Nyson. Thank you,” she muttered and bowed her head. Her cheeks burned, radiating with heat, and if she was grateful for anything, it was for the dim light masking her embarrassment. 

“Are you ready to hear your name?”

Her breath stopped short in her chest, and she slowly raised her chin, anticipation burdening her lungs like a cloud of noxious gas. “Yes,” she managed to say. 

He nodded. “From this day forth, you will take the name Kirheen. It speaks of strength and elegance, a perfect match for a spirited beauty such as yourself.”

K-ear-heen. Kirheen. She whispered the name, let it slip off her tongue, and reveled in the power of it. After so many years, she finally had a name, something she could call her own. She smiled brightly at Nyson before turning to the white-haired man before her. His pale hand worked carefully, deftly scrawling her name on the slip of parchment he’d laid out between them. Finished, he rotated it towards her so she could see. She reached out slowly, drifting her finger over the fresh ink, memorizing the lines and curves of her own name. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth until the boy next to her leaned over and whispered, “Congratulations. It’s a beautiful name.” He touched her gently on the arm, a gesture she would have heavily scorned moments before, but she felt too elated to care.

Nyson called for their attention and the boy turned away from her as if she’d bit him, dark eyes focusing on the Union Master. “Ah, but you are a dedicated one,” Nyson started. “Steadfast and loyal, always putting the needs of others before your own. You’ve a firm love of life and see good in all things. These traits are admirable and will bring balance to your bond. However, you’re also doubtful of yourself. You are nervous and uncertain, lacking the strength of will to realize you are worth more than you give yourself credit for. In this, Kirheen will guide you. Her strength of character will light the path you will need to take to be courageous and confident.” Nyson paused, giving the boy a reassuring nod. “You’ll grow to be a fine man, but first you need a name. Are you ready?”

The boy said nothing, merely nodded his head. She heard him suck in a breath and hold it, his eyes wide as he waited anxiously to hear his name. 

“From this day forth, you will be known as Garild. It speaks of dedication and kindness, but also of a confidence you will develop in the coming years.”

“T-thank you, Master Nyson,” Garild stammered, bowing his head. If he was pleased with his name, he didn’t show it. Instead, he focused on the man in front of him, watching each whirl of ink with reverence as the quill danced across the paper. 

Leaning over, Kirheen nudged him. “Nice name,” she said. 

Garild glanced at her, his expression guarded. “T-thank you,” he said, the words sounding more like a question. He turned away from her, but she didn’t miss the blush creeping across his cheeks. 

“Kirheen, Garild. You’ve been given names, but you are still without a symbol. I’ve personally chosen one for you. Your symbol is meant to represent two things found in the world that are unified. It is meant to represent a powerful bond, one that you will soon develop. Your symbol is unique and special. Unlike your names, it represents you both. Never bring shame to your symbol, to your bond. Do you understand this?”

They both nodded. 

“Good. It is of utmost importance. For your symbol, I have picked for you the sun and the stars. It is a subtle symbol, but it perfectly represents the duality of your relationship, the strength you will lend to each other.”

The next part of the ritual was something Kirheen was both curious, and terrified, about. They’d explained it to her several times, that the symbol would be etched into her skin and that the process itself would be quite painful. Even knowing that, it wasn’t the process itself that was making her sick to her stomach, it was the thought of the permanence of it. The symbol would never come off. It would be with her forever, a permanent reminder of a bond she did not fully desire, a reminder that her life and mind were no longer her own. 

The silent twins got to work, drawing the symbol beneath their names. It was of a sun, a crescent moon and stars wrapped in its embrace. 

“This final piece of the ritual is not without discomfort,” Nyson explained. “It is through this shared pain that your bond will grow stronger. You’ll carry this symbol with you always.” The Union Master pulled back his right sleeve and flipped over his arm, exposing his wrist. His symbol, that of an elegant fish, flashed blue and silver as it leapt from a pool of water. 

“It’s beautiful,” Kirheen remarked. She wanted to move closer, to see the design up close. The only thing keeping her rooted in place, aside from humiliating herself and the entire council, was knowing she’d have her own symbol to gawk over. 

“When you’re ready,” Nyson said, and then he slipped back into the shadows. Bottles were arranged, implements prepared, the white-haired men intensely focused on their work. A bottle was shaken, thick liquid sloshing in the glass confinement, and both Kirheen and Garild give it a nervous glance. 

“I’m ready,” Kirheen announced, sounding far more eager than she felt. It was false confidence, something to mask her nerves, but it had the intended effect. Garild scrunched up his face, squinting at her in disbelief. 

“You’re actually going to let them put that in your skin?” Garild asked.

Kirheen rolled her eyes. “Yes. You’re going to as well. It’s part of the ritual.” She smirked, raising a solitary brow. “Unless you’re too scared.”

“I’m not scared!” he retorted quickly, but his voice trembled as he said it.

“Then prove it.”

The man in front of Kirheen caught her attention with a wave of his hand and motioned for her to scoot closer. She slid towards him and without warning, he reached out and gently grabbed her left hand. The sudden closeness, the unexpected warmth of his skin, alarmed her and she drew back her hand as if she’d been burned. He smirked, raising a brow in the same challenging expression she’d given Garild, brown eyes dancing with mischief. He’s taunting me! She narrowed her eyes, hoping he could feel her scathing displeasure as she let him take her wrist. He flipped her hand over so her palm faced upwards, and pushed back her sleeve. 

He picked up a vial with a clear liquid and upended it onto a clean cloth. The smell made her wrinkle her nose, sharp and acidic. He swiped the wet rag across her hand and wrist, the liquid tingling as it coated her skin. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation, and she savored it, knowing that what would follow would be quite the opposite. That strange contraption with the needle-sharp point was hoisted by a steady hand, the tip dipped into a vial of dark ink. He took hold of her wrist again, pulled her closer so her hand rested on his knee, and got to work. Quick as a snake he descended, the sharp point striking into the soft flesh of her wrist. She yelped and tried to pull away, but he held her tightly, dark eyes flashing a warning. Don’t be foolish.

Inhaling sharply, she steadied herself, feeling a wave of irritation as the man stifled a laugh, his white teeth flashing in the gloom. She gritted her teeth and let him continue his work, trying to ignore the slip of the sharp point as it dove in and out of her wrist.  

Garild watched in silence, mouth gaping open. He shuddered as blood welled to the surface where her skin had been punctured, injected with shadowy ink. Her bond mate looked faint, and she wondered how he’d possibly make it through getting his symbol. 

Kirheen watched as the man seated in front of Garild reached forward, tugging on his sleeve impatiently. Unlike the man working on Kirheen, his twin looked irritated and more than a little unhappy to be attending their ritual, let alone having to be a central part of it. Garild pulled away from him sharply, a look of horror stretching his features. “Oh, stop!” she scolded. “It really isn’t that bad.” She winced as the needle dove back into her wrist. “At least we only have to do this once.” She forced a smile and he glared, but it seemed to spur him into motion. He reached out a trembling hand, let the angry twin grasp his wrist. 

He tensed as the clear liquid was brushed over his skin, his eyes growing larger as the needle was dipped in dark ink and raised above his wrist. Whatever brave thoughts he’d had of surviving the experience seemed to vanish like a puff of smoke, escaping him in a sharp exhale as the needle broke the surface of his skin. 

His eyes rolled back, his forehead covered in sweat, and then he slumped to the ground, nearly upending bottles of ink as he landed with a thump. Kirheen gasped, unsure of what to do. She looked to the white-haired man holding her wrist, hoping he might have the answer. He looked from her to Garild, his face contorted, and then he burst with laughter, the sound startling in the quiet chamber. 

Garild had passed out in front of the Council, in front of Nyson. She felt embarrassed and ashamed knowing that this was the boy she’d been bound to, that this was the boy she was stuck with for the rest of her miserable life. Allseer, help me. 

 


CHAPTER 2
A NEW START

 

Garild woke with a start, feeling disoriented as he glanced around an unfamiliar room. Wraithwood walls, common to Sanctuary, surrounded him, but he had no idea where he was. He vaguely remembered waking in the middle of the night, but it had been dark, and he’d been too exhausted to investigate further. The last thing he could remember was being at the ritual. They’d been getting their symbols. He could remember a sharp smell, the tingle of liquid on his skin, and then he’d started to feel faint. “Oh, Allseer…” 

His stomach twisted, a hot flash of embarrassment warming his cheeks. He’d passed out in front of the Council, in front of Kirheen, and in front of the Union Master himself. He was a fool, sure to be laughed out of Sanctuary by the rest of the Bonded. 

Groaning, he lifted his head, taking a moment to look around the room. It was small and simply furnished. Two beds took up most of the room, and a small desk sat against the wall to his right, tucked beneath a window that allowed a pleasant view of the surrounding forest. Vibrant purple flowers filled a large vase in the corner, clouding the room with a scent he might have found agreeable if not for the dull throbbing in his temples. 

As he propped himself up, pain flashed across his right wrist. At some point, bandages had been wrapped loosely around his wrist, no doubt there to protect the symbol that had been poked into his skin. He had no desire to look at it. Doing so was likely to make him pass out again.

Soft footsteps echoed on the other side of a blue curtain separating one room from the next, and Kirheen pushed it aside and stepped into the room. Her face was rigid, but her eyes twinkled as she looked him over. He knew she was suppressing laughter, and the realization made him angry. He didn’t want to see anyone, especially not the one person he’d been hoping to impress. 

“Ah, you’re finally awake,” Kirheen remarked as she moved to the edge of his bed. “You gave everyone quite the laugh passing out like that. Guess it’s normally the girls that have that reaction.”

Garild bit his tongue and looked to his hands, gripping the bedding tightly, nearly shaking with emotion. He felt angry and ashamed, his wounded pride needing more bandages than could be spared. “Good to know.”

“Oh, Garild. I’m just messing with you. Don’t be mad.” She took a seat on the edge of the bed. “If you want to know the truth, it did hurt. A lot. Have you looked yet?”

He shrugged. “I really don’t want to look at it right now.”

“Just look!”

Kirheen removed the bandages from her left wrist and held it out towards him. Though the skin around the symbol was red and puffy, he could see the design that had been marked on both of their skin. A sun held the delicate crescent of the moon, stars cradled within. The sight of it made his stomach churn. 

“It’s nice,” he murmured and quickly looked away. Seeing the enflamed skin around the mark just made his own wrist throb. He took another glance around the room, so unfamiliar and new. “Where are we?”

“Once they finished up the symbol, we were brought here,” Kirheen explained. She hesitated before saying, “It’s our new home. They’ve gathered our things from the Temple of Growth, so there won’t be any reason to go back.” 

The temple was where they’d been raised. Two long, narrow buildings had served as their home for sixteen years. It was where they had learned of the world, of the struggles they’d face, the duties that were expected of them, and the powers they possessed that would one day be used to fight back against the Darkness. But it was also where they had laughed and played, where they had drawn pictures in the dirt, where they had wrestled and cried and… no going back now. 

Those they’d grown up with would be going through their own ritual, getting their own symbols. Things were changing for them all, and the full responsibilities of being adults were starting to settle on unsteady shoulders. 

Kirheen sighed, seemingly lost in the same melancholy thoughts as him. When she caught his glance, there was a sadness lurking in her gaze, dimming eyes the color of storm clouds. “We’ll be meeting our instructor today,” she said, disturbing the silence between them. “They should be here soon.”

Garild perked up. “Oh? Do you know who it is?”

Kirheen shook her head. “It’s supposed to be a council member. Most of them are instructors, but I don’t have a clue who it might be.”

“They’re supposed to be the best of the best,” he said, feeling a wriggle of excitement in his chest. He’d seen the council members, but his interactions with them had been sparse. Much like the Union Master, the Bondless didn’t have much to do with the Council until they’d gone through the bonding ritual.

Kirheen frowned, her mood darkening. “I’m sure it’ll be great. Nothing quite like having someone here every day to force us to learn about each other.” She glanced around the small room, her eyes lingering on the empty bed that would be hers. “Having us in such close proximity should work well enough.” 

“Are you okay?” he asked hesitantly. 

“I’m fine,” she mumbled, and then she rose from the bed and strode out of the room, leaving him to his thoughts. He winced as the curtain swished back over the doorframe. Her mood had seemed somber enough, but he was finding it hard to tell when she was being serious or just being sarcastic. She’d always been outspoken, openly challenging anything she deemed odd or interesting. She had little self-control when it came to voicing her thoughts, and he found himself envying how easily she expressed herself. 

It had never been that easy for him. Bottling everything up seemed like a much better alternative. It also made him well-liked, something Kirheen had never had the luxury of. Her abrasive attitude hadn’t earned her many friends over the years. 

He hadn’t missed how often her comments were aimed at him, words carefully chosen to wound, and she knew just how to hurt his feelings. It had never been a secret that she wasn’t happy about being bonded. He’d heard her rant on more than one occasion about the delicate nature of her thoughts and feelings, how she’d never share them with anyone. She’d vowed to keep her mind strong, to only let someone in that was strong enough to break through her barriers. She’d been quick to assure him that such a thing wasn’t possible. 

Despite how everyone else saw her, he liked Kirheen. He’d always felt drawn to her like a moth to a flame. He doubted she even realized it, and she certainly wouldn’t accept his feelings even if she did. For now, just the thought of getting to know her better, to have more time with her, was enough - even if her comments made it perfectly clear he was a fool for even entertaining the thought. 

Though staying in bed was tempting, curiosity was getting the better of him. With a grunt, he swung his legs over the bed and stood, gently shaking out his arms, careful to not bump his bandaged wrist. It felt like it had been burned, that tight crusted feeling of having been in the sun for too long. Down a short hallway, he found himself in a simple seating area. To his right were several cushioned wraithwood chairs forming a small semi-circle around a fireplace. It was empty now, the season still too warm for fires. The rest of the room was filled with a few large plants, green leaves shooting out in all directions. Light blue tapestries hung from the walls, bearing the symbol of the Allseer, a white eye with a jagged line through the center.  

Kirheen was hunched in one of the chairs, staring down at an intricately carved table he’d failed to notice at first glance. As he approached, he realized the center had been carved out and filled with water. Two colorful fish were at its center, swimming lazy circles around each other. He plopped down in a chair next to her, accidentally bumping the table with his knee as he sat, startling the fish. Kirheen glanced at him and sighed, chin cupped in her hands. 

“Sorry,” he said sheepishly. She shrugged, eyes wandering back to the fish. She was unusually quiet, and he wondered what might be floating through that mind of hers. He was about to ask when a knock at the door interrupted him. He rose quickly, crossing the expanse in a few strides. When he opened the door, he found himself looking up at an older woman. She was tall and thin, dull gray hair pulled back into a meticulous bun. Her sharp green eyes regarded him over an upturned nose, lips drawn into a disapproving frown. He had to wonder if the woman had ever had a happy thought in her entire life. 

“H-hello,” Garild forced himself to say, feeling uncomfortable under her scrutinizing gaze. “Can I help you?”

The woman sneered. “By getting out of the way. And it would be preferable if in the future you refrained from embarrassing us all with your fainting.”

Garild felt like he’d been slapped upside the head, her words setting his cheeks to burning. He stepped out of the way, allowing her to enter the room. She surveyed her surroundings, eyes inspecting every surface as if committing it to memory. As her gaze fell on Kirheen, her frown deepened. As expected, Kirheen caught the expression and stared back at the woman menacingly, one brow arched high, ready for the challenge being presented to her. Their eyes locked and Garild had to suppress a shiver. This can’t end well.

“And just who are you?” Kirheen spat. 

“I could ask the same of you, but I find it unnecessary. Your ill manners speak for you, Kirheen. I was told my students would be a surprise. What an interesting jest.”

Kirheen forced a smile and gave a slight curtsy. “So, you’ve heard of me. Saves me the effort.”

The old woman’s eyes narrowed considerably. “Still that flapping tongue of yours, girl. You have a reputation around here, and while others find it amusing, I do not. In order to learn from me, you’ll need to have my respect, and right now you’re making a very poor case for yourself.”

“My apologies,” Kirheen said dryly, crossing her arms. 

The woman ignored her, instead focusing her attention on Garild. “Take a seat so we can get started.”

Not wanting to test her patience any further, he did as he was told. He darted to the closest chair and took a seat, keeping his eyes on the floor as the woman stepped around the table to stand before them. Avoiding eye contact seemed safe, and he sunk down in his chair in hopes he might become less noticeable. He felt afraid to move, to speak, as if a whisper might cause the room to burst into flames. 

“At least someone can follow instructions,” the old woman said, smoothing a stray hair with an irritated sweep of her hand. “My name is Herzin. So far, you’ve both been fortunate enough to have never stepped foot in my halls, but I’m sure you’ve heard stories. I am the Judge of Trials, and now, unfortunately, your instructor.”

His heart skipped a beat. He’d heard about the Temple of Trials, and none of what he’d heard was good. For the Bonded that strayed from their path, a trial was held to decide their punishment. Herzin alone held the keys to their fate and, from what he’d heard, her punishments weren’t exactly fair. Whether there was any truth to that, or whether it was a gross exaggeration, he couldn’t say, but it didn’t change the chill that ran up his spine, the fear tightening his throat. 

“We’ll avoid trouble as best we can. We wouldn’t want to see more of you than we have to,” Kirheen replied haughtily. 

Herzin regarded her the way one would a bug they’d just squashed under their heel. “The feeling is quite mutual, dear. Do pray you never end up in my hall. I think your opinion of me would sour even further. Now, shooting down your insults is entertaining, but we have work to do. I expect your full attention. I assume that won’t be a problem?”

Before Kirheen could shoot back with a snide remark, Garild spoke. “Of course not,” he nearly shouted.  “Not a problem at all.” Kirheen shot him an annoyed glance. 

“Very good. Now, I’m going to ask you some questions to get a grasp of your knowledge. Answer as best you can. It will dictate the training you receive from here on out. First off, I’d like to hear your opinion on something. Garild, tell me what you know of what it means to be bonded?”

All his life, he’d been told being bonded was the greatest honor one could ever be gifted. To be granted such a connection with another was beautiful and special, something to be deeply cherished and respected. In his heart, he truly believed that. But it wasn’t just the connection. Their bond was meant to strengthen their innate gifts, to shape and guide them to becoming strong enough to face the Darkness lurking beyond their borders. Though he believed in that bond so strongly, he found it difficult to put those feelings into words with Kirheen sitting next to him. He truly cherished the chance at connection he’d been given, and he hoped there would come a time when her feelings would change, when she would feel that way too. So long as he didn’t give up on her, she’d come around eventually.

“It’s a great honor. It’s the truest connection one can have with another person. It’s quite a gift, this bond we have, that we can know the heart and mind of another as well as we know our own. And, beyond that, it is what strengthens the power within us, a power that helps us fend off the Darkness. It is our connections that keep us safe.” He felt flushed as he spoke, the words revealing a glimpse of what he felt in his heart. Those feelings were dashed against the rocks as Kirheen rolled her eyes, obviously at odds with his opinion on the subject.  

“How very eloquent, Garild. It is a gift, and one that should not be squandered,” Herzin said, making a point to glare at Kirheen as she said it. “And what of you, girl? Care to tell me how you feel about your bond?”

Kirheen straightened in her seat, hands gripping her knees. “It’s not a gift, so much as a curse. It allows our minds and hearts to be known by another, regardless of whether we desire such an intrusion. Using our gifts to battle the Darkness is one thing, but using it to invade the minds and hearts of the unwilling is quite another.”

“An interesting perspective.”

Garild felt sick. He really was a fool. “Kirheen, you can’t really feel that way.”

“And why shouldn’t I?” she snapped. “Should you be allowed access to my thoughts simply because you desire it, because it is expected of me?”

He was at a loss for words, unable to comprehend how she could feel that way. Was she so blind to the beauty of such a bond? To the potential power of such a union? 

Herzin clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Strange that you two have been bound when you share such…differing opinions on the matter. Perhaps there is common ground to be found here. Neither of you are wrong in your assessments.” They both looked at Herzin as if she’d lost her mind. “Our power, bestowed upon us by the Allseer herself, is a gift. To say otherwise is a slight against the Goddess herself, a crime which could land you in my halls, Kirheen.” Before she could retort, Herzin continued speaking. “However, your bond, regardless of how you feel about it, is a means to an end – stopping the Darkness. And how do you hope to block out the Darkness if you’ve never experienced its mental manipulations? How would you know it was happening? You’d fall under its corruption and all would be for naught. This bond, these powers, are the only safety you will have beyond these walls. You’d be a fool to ignore the logic in that.”

Kirheen remained steady, her eyes burning bright. “This can’t be the only way.”

Herzin sighed. “We’ve tried the other ways. Whether you agree with it or not, this is the best method of strengthening your powers. There is no argument to be had here. Either you learn to use your powers, or you spend the rest of your days toiling about and learning how to stitch together clothing for those more dedicated to the cause.”

Kirheen winced at her words, muttering under her breath as she looked away. A battle won, perhaps, but there was still a war to be fought. She wouldn’t be pacified that easily. 

“Speaking of the Darkness,” Herzin continued, “Garild, please enlighten us on what you’ve learned about it. What is it?”

An easy subject, and one he’d longed to learn more about. “The Darkness is a plague that swept through the lands beyond Sanctuary, destroying both the land and those that lived there, often turning them into violent husks. There used to be other people, those without powers, but when the Darkness swept over the land, it drove them all mad. Only those blessed by the Allseer survived and fled here, to Sanctuary, hence the name.”

Herzin nodded, but if she was impressed by his knowledge, she didn’t show it. “Very good. Anything to add, Kirheen? What are your powers for? What is our goal?”

Kirheen, still looking wounded, mumbled out an answer. “Our powers can cleanse the Darkness. Our goal is to push back the corruption and reclaim the world that was taken from us.”

“I hope speaking those words makes you realize the importance of our struggle. Without our powers, the Darkness would have taken this world long ago. You were both born with the power to keep it at bay, and it is the only reason you yet live. It is a heavy burden to bear, but it is a responsibility that ensures our survival, our future.”

Kirheen looked unimpressed by her words. She was quick to disregard the dangers beyond their little bubble of safety, believing it to be highly exaggerated, something to spur them down a path that the Council wanted them on. How could she fear it so little? It was their entire reason for existing, and yet it wasn’t the Darkness she feared, it was the invasion of her mind, her thoughts. What could be so secret that she wanted to lock it away so tight, that she feared it more than the dark? 

“Disregard this all you’d like, Kirheen, but you can either grow strong enough to fight the Darkness, or you can become a testament to failure and spend the rest of your days aiding those that were more dedicated to our survival.”

Something shifted in Kirheen, her expression hardened, a coldness blooming in her stormy eyes. “I’ll never be just a failure.”

Herzin smirked. “Then you better stop acting like one.”

 


CHAPTER 3
THE JUDGE OF TRIALS

 

The first night in their new home left Kirheen feeling bitter about her new life. She listened to the gentle breathing of Garild in the next bed over and wished she were anywhere but in Sanctuary. It wasn’t possible, she knew that, but it didn’t stop her from dreaming of another life, in another place, far from the glowing forest she was forced to call home. Trapped. If she hadn’t felt it before, she certainly felt it now. 

Herzin hadn’t helped matters. The Judge of Trials, feared by all, was an irritating old woman with a chip on her shoulder. A fair number of days were going to be spent under her tutelage, and no amount of training seemed worth that struggle. Her stomach ached with apprehension, and she dreaded each breath, each passing second that would bring her closer to morning. 

A sound startled her from an uneasy half-slumber. Morning light drifted from the nearby window, still faint enough to see the glow of the wraithwood walls and furniture. She sat up, wincing at the creak of the bed, and glanced nervously over to where Garild slept, his face peaceful, unbothered by the fear and worry that had chased away her hopes of rest. She watched him for a moment, watched the rise and fall of his chest, then slipped out of the room with a heavy heart. She found a basket of crusted bread and dried meat by the front door and helped herself to the rather bland fare. It wasn’t an unusual meal by any means, and she’d certainly had worse, but she craved something sweet on her tongue to chase away her melancholy. Until the rest of the Bondless went through their rituals, meals would be confined to their home, and that meant bland and boring for the foreseeable future. She felt like a caged animal, pacing back and forth, waiting for her moment to strike, to flee. 

A foul mood followed her like a storm cloud, turning to a torrential downpour the moment Herzin haughtily strode through the front door, nose to the air. Kirheen bristled. She didn’t want to train with this woman, didn’t want to learn about her powers. She wasn’t ready to share her mind, the one safe place she had. 

Herzin regarded her wearily, then her gaze shifted as she looked past Kirheen. Kirheen felt a presence at her shoulder and turned to find Garild, rubbing away the remnants of sleep. “I’m sorry. I overslept.”

“I’m early,” Herzin stated. “As should you both be. Come, take a seat. These lessons won’t teach themselves.”

Kirheen sighed and handed the basket of food to Garild before he could pass. He smiled cheerfully, an expression she couldn’t bring herself to return. They took up seats in front of the water-filled table and Herzin stood near the fireplace, hands clasped behind her back. Kirheen stared down at the fish circling each other in the carved table, trying to lose herself in that lazy motion, the swirls of color melting together with each rotation. 

“Shall we begin?” Herzin asked.

Garild nodded his head enthusiastically and Kirheen continued to focus on the fish, trying to drown out the irritation she felt over his seemingly fine mood. She just wanted to go back to bed. Her mind would be safe there. 

“Good. Today, we will talk about your gifts and, if that goes well, I’ll provide a demonstration of what you will be learning in the coming weeks,” Herzin explained, keeping her focus turned towards Garild. “Tell me, do either of you sense your powers? Mind you, we’ve never allowed you to pursue chasing after that feeling, but surely you must sense them. There may have been times you’ve used them without realizing it. Garild?”

He perked up, swallowing the bite of bread he’d dared to sneak while he listened. “I can sense something there, deep in my mind. But I have to focus very hard to feel it, and it always feels just out of reach. I don’t quite know how to explain it.”

Kirheen knew what he meant. She’d tried more than a few times to tap into that elusive gift, but the more she focused on it, the more it seemed to slip through her fingers. It was always there, hovering at the edge of her peripheral, dancing on the tip of her tongue. Now, faced with the possibility of finally catching that impossibility, she found she didn’t want to. It felt dangerous and daunting, a path to defeat. Her mind and her heart were all she had left. To give in to these powers would mean opening herself up to her greatest fears, and Allseer be damned if she would let that happen without a fight. 

“And you, girl?” Herzin asked dryly, her sharp eyes narrowed. 

She took a deep breath. “It’s just as Garild said. It’s there, but it’s out of reach.”

“Your powers are obtainable, I assure you. It takes immense focus to use them. Learning these powers will test the very limits of your stamina, both body and mind. You’d be surprised how quickly even the most basic of exercises will drain you. We’ll start simple, work on strengthening your bond so you can rely on each other through the worst of this.”

Kirheen was beginning to sweat, her palms slick with moisture. She wiped them on her robe nervously, her heart fluttering. Her mouth felt as if it were coated in sticky sap, her saliva thick as she forced herself to swallow. It’s nothing. This is just practice. This is just a test. Allseer, please. “I can’t do this,” Kirheen blurted, regretting her words the moment they slipped past her lips. 

Herzin’s eyes narrowed further, burning with annoyance. 

“You can do this, and you will. The choice is not yours to make. We’re not doing anything that will harm that preciously small mind of yours, so quit your sniveling.”

Panic was a tiny flame, rapidly growing as it fed on her rational thoughts. Kirheen raised her head, clenching her jaw to keep it from trembling. She slowly stood, her fingers desperately clutching the fabric of her robe. “I don’t want these powers. I don’t want this.” A flash of rage, a spark. “My mind does not belong to either of you. I don’t belong to either of you.” 

Garild was silent and wide-eyed, a frightened animal caught in her gaze. His lips parted as he stared up at her, but no words breached the space between them. He must think her so brash, so stupid. Herzin stood taller, her stance widening, ready for the conflict. A cruel little smile split her lips, an open invitation to land the first blow. Kirheen sneered and locked eyes with Herzin. She had no intention of fighting this battle, she just wanted to leave. She needed a moment to breathe. Without another word, she turned on her heels and strode towards the door. She wasn’t even halfway there when Herzin shouted, “Stop!”

Something about the authority in her voice dragged Kirheen to a halt. She did not turn back towards her, her eyes still locked on the door, on her escape. 

“Kirheen, this is unnecessary. You are being foolish. Reckless. And neither of those things belong in Sanctuary.” 

“Then let me leave,” she whispered.

“Sit. Down.”

Kirheen clenched her fists, took another step forward. 

“One more step, girl. Just one more step and I will make you regret it. I have not excused you.”

It dawned on Kirheen that Herzin probably wasn’t used to being disobeyed. Everyone feared her and the sway she held over their fate. This was the Judge of Trials, a person fully capable of ruining Kirheen’s life, but in the face of her own fears, it meant so little. I just need to leave. Let me leave.

She turned her head to look over her shoulder, locked eyes with a very pale Garild. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. She really didn’t want to hurt him. He didn’t deserve this, but she would never be able to open her mind to him, never be able to give him her heart. “I have to go.”

Kirheen stepped forward and reached for the door, fingers gripping the intricately carved handle. It felt solid beneath her fingers, cold and smooth. She turned it, welcoming her freedom, and then her world shifted. A faint pressure blossomed in the center of her forehead and then it began to spread, creeping outwards, gaining strength like the start of a bad headache. 

She watched in horror as the handle began to melt, the glowing wraithwood oozing between her fingers and running down the back of her hand, burning as it went. She blinked, trying to comprehend what she was seeing, the pain that followed. A searing heat followed the path of melting wood as it traveled down her arm, so intense she dropped to her knees, teeth gritted as she tried to hold back a scream. She reached out her other hand, placed it against the door in a feeble attempt to stay upright, but it turned into a violent glowing pool beneath her palm. She sank forward, pulled into the vortex, horrified as it covered her arms, her chest, and then her face. 

Pain became her, spreading like a forest fire as it burned through her senses. In her mind were dozens of sharp needles, all poking and prodding, trying to find a weak point to break through. Each attempt brought a stab of pain, a needle diving into her flesh, injecting her mind with inky darkness just as it had her skin when they’d given her a symbol. Stab, stab, stab. 

She couldn’t take it a moment longer, the pain too intense. Her defenses were buckling under the pressure, cracks splintering the glowing white fire covering her skin. And then it shattered, her mind shattering right along with it. Out poured her thoughts, swirling around her with an intensity that stole the breath from her lungs. She gasped for air, floundering hopelessly in her own mind, searching for anything to repair the damage, to rebuild her walls, but there was nothing but doubt and sadness and fear. Her life was no longer hers to control. 

Something appeared in the distance, bright and glowing like a jewel. It was an emerald, dazzling in its radiance. As it hovered closer, it morphed in appearance, taking the shape of an eye, a hate-filled emerald, scorching with disapproval. And all the while, Herzin picked through her thoughts with clawed fingers. Pick, pick, pick.

“I warned you, girl. I warned you.”

“Get out,” Kirheen gasped, tears streaming down her face as her thoughts continued to rage around her, whipping her hair around her face in painful lashes. “Get out of my head. Get out!” She curled into herself, pulling the last of her willpower tightly against her body like a shield. The pain did not cease, the hole in her mind growing larger by the second, her walls crumbling into the maelstrom of her own thoughts. The sickly-sweet copper taste of blood splashed across her tongue, nearly gagging her. She forced in a breath, let it back out with a scream. “GET OUT!” 

She focused the last of her will towards that terrible emerald, tearing through it with all the force she could muster. The eye widened and cracked, shattering and filling the whirling air around her with flecks of green. Outside of that nightmarish realm, she forced her eyes open, storm clouds given to her by faces she could not remember. The pressure vanished and her knees buckled. She collapsed to the floor, head cracking against the wood, speckles of blood dotting the bone-white surface. Hands pressed against her face, her name whispered somewhere in the dark. And then she was gone, sinking away into the only shelter she could find. She welcomed the feeling of her consciousness slipping away, the embrace of tranquil darkness, the silence as her mind and body drifted into oblivion. 

 


CHAPTER 4
A LIGHT IN THE DARK

 

Tomias was thankful for the chance to stretch his legs, to ease the ache in his neck from hours spent hunched over tender flesh and fresh parchment. The trials were a rough experience, a week of names and symbols and speeches. He rubbed his aching right hand, his thumb gliding over blotches of ink. It was almost over.  Just a few more names, a few more symbols, and his work would be done. 

Fenir walked at his side, his mirror image, brother in heart and mind and soul. His expression was somber, lips pulled into a perpetual frown, but he could feel the tranquil sea of his thoughts as he looked out over the forest. Their bond had been paraded before the Bondless for the past week, a symbol of all that was and could be. In truth, it was a blessing and a curse, and he’d never quite gotten over how annoying it could be to feel Fenir’s emotions, to hear his thoughts, even when he didn’t want to. And his own thoughts, well, those were never safe. 

They traveled south, away from the Temple of Union, meandering down the deserted dirt path that led to the Circle of Rest. He had no reason to go there, he’d simply let his feet carry him where they willed and relished the freedom of it. 

A giant wraith wood tree spread tall and wide against the horizon, towering over the circle of homes the new Bonded would call home. A strange feeling began to wash over him the closer they got to the Circle of Rest, an uneasy ache rising in his gut. The air was heavy with excess energy, a static hum that made his hair stand on end. Fenir stopped, his head slightly tilted as if he were listening to the air. 

“You feel that?” Fenir asked, the question reverberating through his mind. 

Tomias nodded. “I do,” he replied aloud. “But where is it coming from?”

Fenir led the way, moving towards a set of homes off to the right. It was rumored an unfortunate pair of Bonded had landed Herzin as an instructor, but not even that bitter old crone would wield such power against students fresh out of their ritual. Or would she? He had his doubts, and that doubt only increased as the air grew electric with energy. 

They increased their pace, homing in on the energy, a trail that led them straight to the door of one of the homes. Fenir took the steps in a single leap, Tomias right on his heels. He took in the symbol on the door, a sun and crescent moon, and his mind was filled with an image of stormy gray eyes and ashen hair, the warmth of her hand resting against his palm. 

Fenir burst through the door without hesitation, nearly knocking over a brown-haired young man he recognized from the ritual. What was his name? Tomias wondered, but the question drifted away as the smell of blood invaded his senses. 

His brother dove forward, catching the boy by the front of his robe, and pulled him close. The kid looked terrified, eyes squeezing shut as if he expected Fenir to strike him. He stammered out an explanation, words tumbling past his lips without control. “I-I don’t know what happened! They were arguing and Kirheen tried to leave and then…and then… this. Something happened to them and I can’t wake them up. Please help! I don’t know what to do.”

“Woah, woah, woah. Slow down,” Tomias said, trying to pick through his frantic words. “Fenir, let the poor kid go before he dies of fright.”

Fenir grunted but released his grip. Tomias peered around them, taking in the scene beyond. The ashen-haired girl he’d tattooed was sprawled on the floor, blood spattered in an arc around her head. Behind the furniture, he could see Herzin in a similar state. He muttered a curse. Could I not just enjoy my break?

Tearing his eyes away from the gruesome scene, he turned back to address the boy. “What was your name again?”

“G-Garild.”

“Ah, that was it. You’ll have to forgive my brother for just barging in. We felt something off and came to investigate. Didn’t really expect to find this. This…this is bad. How long have they been like this? What happened?”

“Oh, will you shut up,” Fenir commanded. “Just get on with it. It’s clear
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