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Chapter One

Camilla

I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to the
screeching sirens, barking dogs, or any of the other city noises
that float in through the windows as I try to fall asleep. But my
AC is on the fritz, and I have no choice but to leave them open. As
the summer night breaks into my new home, it weaves itself around
me.

That’s why - at first - the warm
breeze and voices don’t strike me as odd. But my bed turns
uncomfortable, stiff. And what feels like grass and fallen leaves
tickle my skin. When my eyes open, I’m on the ground and surrounded
by trees.

What the fu-

“She’s here!” The angry voice
interrupts my thoughts.

Whipping my head around in its
direction, I scramble to my feet. A man emerges from the trees, a
lit torch in one hand and the leash of a monstrous cat in the
other. The animal snaps in my direction, drool and spit falling
from its overgrown maw. Its eyes shine yellow in the moonlight,
teeth glistening as it snaps again, this time less than a foot
away.

I lose my footing and fall backward,
screaming.

Another man enters the clearing,
nodding to the first before turning his attention to me. His eyes
scan the space, glossing over me. Whatever he’s looking for, it’s
clearly not here.

“What did you do with it?”

“What?”

“Don’t play stupid.” He takes two
steps forward and yanks me up by my hair. Again, I cry
out.

Shit, that
hurts!

He shakes me. “Where is
it?”

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking
about!”

Next to him, the other man comes
closer with the beast. I flinch as it swipes a paw at me. A single
claw snags my side, ripping a hole in my sweater and grazing my
skin. The cut stings, but I’m lucky it didn’t go deeper.

“I won’t ask you again, bard.” He
spits the moniker with disgust. Why does he think I’m a bard? For a
moment, the image of my violin collecting dust in the back of my
closet comes to mind. “Tell me where it is, or I’ll feed you to our
pet.”

But the pet in question gives a pained
whimper, startling all of us, before collapsing in a powerful,
ground-shaking thud. A large blade is deep in its neck. Blood drips
from the wound and puddles underneath it. In the trees around us,
something shifts. My captor pulls me in front of him, as if hoping
to shield himself from whatever may come next. With his free hand,
he brandishes a dagger, the blade pressed to my neck.

I struggle against him, but his grip
in my hair is tight and I’m pretty sure he can rip my scalp off
with pure force. My neck stings where the blade bites into my skin.
Next to us, his companion grabs the sword from the cat’s neck — the
animal is definitely dead, lying in a heap — and brandishes the
weapon in front of himself.

It’s like the night holds its breath.
For a moment, we’re perfectly still.

And then the shadows
advance. Someone or something
moves within them. I only catch glimpses of a
blade before the man’s grip goes limp, warm blood gushing from his
jugular and drenching my back. Before I realize it, I’m screaming,
struggling to get out from under his dead weight. The other man
doesn’t live much longer, as the shadows solidify into a tall,
horned figure. It looms over the other man, moves faster than I can
register, and the man falls onto his knees, blood spilling forth
from his stomach.

The horned figure turns its attention
to me now, a pair of yellow eyes taking me in. I don’t linger,
pushing up onto my feet and making a run for it. Panic drives me
forward, but the pain in my side has other plans.

“Camilla, wait!”

The sound of my name gives me pause,
and I glance behind me. But that’s a mistake. My foot catches on a
large root, and I fall, hitting my head in the process. Darkness
bites at the edges of my vision until I black out.

Valmong

Tenebrin’s snark rings loud in my
head.

Maybe don’t let her run
blindly into the woods next time.

I bite back my annoyance, holding in a
reply as I crouch to pick up the bard. She’s managed to knock
herself unconscious, and that isn’t her only injury. Blood seeps
from a wound in her side, peeking through the tear in her clothes.
Her large, baggy top seems ill-fitted, a contrast to her skin-tight
pants.

And...is she barefoot?

What the hell kind of bard is
this?

She’s not from
here.

“You don’t say.”

Don’t forget her
things. Tenebrin projects an image of a
clearing a few paces from where she was attacked. Tossed carelessly
at the base of a tree, there’s her fiddle and a bag. Careful not to
jostle the bard, I grab her things as well.

Lucky for me, she’s light. Delicate.
Doesn’t strike me as the traveling bard she’s supposed to be, but I
don’t question it. The less I draw Tenebrin into conversation, the
better.

I can’t spend too much time wandering
the forest at night, so I find a good spot and set up
camp.

Should probably wake her
up.

“Can’t risk her running away before
treating her wounds, though.”

I place her on the ground with her
things before shrugging out of my cloak and arranging it on the
ground for her to lie on. After I move her onto it, I work on the
wound in her side. It’s still bleeding, but it could be much worse.
Pushing the ruined material of her top out of the way, I pull some
rags out of my bag and try to wipe as much of the grime as I can.
She’s wearing a form-fitted undershirt, and I have to tear most of
it away to expose the wound. I’m not exactly equipped to treat her,
but I have enough supplies to clean and bandage the
wound.

She stirs for a moment, brow furrowed
in pain as I finish covering the injury. I mumble an apology,
knowing she probably won’t hear me.

“Camilla?” Her name feels weird on my
tongue, the pronunciation unfamiliar.

Camilla

Every heartbeat triggers a throbbing
pain, from my head to the tips of my fingers and toes. Why does
everything hurt? I can hardly move. It’s like a weight sits heavy
on my chest, pressing me deeper into the ground beneath my
back.

The ground. I’m outside.

It all comes back to me in a flood of
images — the attack, the beast, the monster. My eyes snap open, and
I’m met with a starry night peeking through some trees. Struggling
to sit up, I fight the fresh pain in my side. Beside me, someone
repeats my name.

When I see the source of the voice,
terror grips me all over again, and I nearly scream, if not for his
reaction. I try to run anyway, but the pain hardly lets me
budge.

“Don’t!” Hands up, the horned figure
moves back, as if to show he’s not a threat. “I’m not here to hurt
you.”

Slowly, my eyes adjust to the
moonlight, and I’m able to take him in. His eyes aren’t yellow
anymore, but dark — maybe brown? It’s difficult to tell in the dim
lighting. He does still have horns, though, and a tail twitches in
the air behind him. My eyes fixate on it, widening as I struggle to
make sense of what I’m seeing.

Dude has
horns. Actual horns and
a tail. Fighting the pain, I rub my eyes, forcing them to focus, to
really see what’s in front of me.

“Am I dreaming?” I shift
my gaze back to his, but wince as I attempt to move. If this were a
dream, I definitely wouldn’t be in this much pain.

“No. At least, I don’t think so.” His
voice is gruff, with an unfamiliar accent that forces me to
concentrate harder on what he’s saying. When I move again, he
continues, “You’ll need to be careful. I did what I could to mend
your wounds, but I’m no healer.”

“Wounds?” My hand moves to the source
of the pain, fingers gently prodding under my sweater. Everything
feels sticky, and when my hand comes away, it’s
bloodied.

“I tried to clean you up as best I
could.” There’s an apology in his voice, but it does nothing to
ease the discomfort, the sudden awareness at how my clothes have
been marred beyond recognition by blood.

I do my best not to panic, but it
bubbles out of me anyway.

“Where the fuck am I?” The question
falls from my mouth before I can stop it.

“Swynwood.” He answers like it’s
obvious. “Do you not remember what happened?”

My head still throbs, flashes of
searing pain ripping through me as I urge my brain to make sense of
the images flooding it. There’s a tenderness above my left
eyebrow.

“I remember falling asleep, in my bed,
at home.” It’d been a long first day at my new job, and I overdid
it by trying to finish unpacking and organizing the apartment when
I got home. I went to bed fully clothed, too, not bothering with
pajamas. A brief survey of my clothes confirms it — this is the
same sweater I wore to work, and I’m still in my
leggings.

Looking around, it’s clear I couldn’t
be farther from the apartment. The forest around us is alive with
the sounds of nocturnal animals. Beneath me, a cloak protects me
from the ground, but I can feel it has a little give, like freshly
dug dirt. The night air is chilly, and every one of my senses feel
heightened. I can’t tell if that’s real or a side-effect of the
pain. It flairs as I struggle, again, to gain my bearings and
recall what brought me here.

“In Swynton?” The horned man turns his
attention away from me before beginning to gather some wood from
the edges of the trees.

“What?”

“Swynton. Your home. Is that where it
is?”

“No. I’m...I’m from
Philly.”

“I’ve never heard of Philly.” His
voice is contemplative, curious. But he doesn’t ask any questions
about it. Instead, he refocuses on building a fire.

“Wait — you’ve
never heard of Philly?
Philadelphia?” I can’t be so far from home that he’s never heard of
it.

“No.” A few sparks, and a small fire
comes to life in front of him. He blows on it a little, giving it
more wood, before turning back to me. “You truly don’t remember
what happened?”

“Only pieces.” Though I should
probably be more afraid of a murderous rando with horns, I can’t
help but feel some semblance of safety. He killed those men — I try
not to linger on the thought too long — and if he wanted to kill
me, he wouldn’t have treated my injuries. So I pull my legs toward
me, hugging them to stave off the chill and get comfortable. “Those
men attacked me, you showed up. But hell if I know how I ended up
here in the first place.”

I’m still not convinced this isn’t a
weirdly vivid dream.

“Do you know?”

At my question, he turns his head,
eyes far away as if listening for something.

“Unfortunately, no. Tenebrin asked me
to save you from those men, and escort you to Claritas’ Temple
outside Swynton.” He says these names like I’m supposed to know who
or what they are. And I think he can sense my confusion when I
don’t respond. “You have no idea what I’m talking
about.”

“Not a clue.” I shiver, hugging myself
again and scooting closer to the fire.

“Great.” His jaw tenses, annoyance
settling into his features, but I’m not sure if it’s at me or
something else. Either way, he joins me on the cloak, but keeps a
respectful distance, eyes focused on the fire.

The silence feels heavy, and while he
seems perfectly content to let it fill the space around us, I can’t
stop myself from breaking it. “What’s your name? You know
mine.”

He turns to look at me,
and his eyes shine in the firelight — hazel with specks of gold
dancing in his irises. For a moment, it’s like he can see through
me, into me, and
the intensity of his gaze makes my breath hitch, a tightness settle
into my chest. “Valmong.”

I tear myself away from his eyes to
take in the rest of his face. Valmong’s eyes are a sharp contrast
to the harshness of his horns, the edges of his cheekbones and jaw,
the slight, natural frown of his lips. A scar runs parallel to his
jaw, shining silver against what I now realize is ash-colored skin.
I resist the urge to reach out and touch it, sitting on my
hands.

What the hell is wrong
with me?

He looks unreal, cut from stone. Like
something out of a fairy tale.

When my eyes land back on his, I
realize he’s been staring at me the whole time, too. Embarrassed, I
look away, eyes on the fire.

“Do you always stare at people?” Like
I wasn’t doing the exact same thing.

“Only when I find them lost in the
woods.” His response is completely deadpan, and I wonder if he’s
actually serious. How often does this happen? I’m about to ask when
he turns away and grabs something just outside the edge of the
firelight. When he faces me again, it’s with a bundle in his arms —
a satchel and fiddle. “You had these when I found you.”

“I did?” The sight of the instrument
distracts me immediately. He offers it to me, along with the
satchel. Though worn, the fiddle is in pretty good shape, the bow
intact, and its wood nearly shines in the fire’s light. It’s been
so long since I played. I take it from him, but don’t let it linger
in my hands — no matter how familiar it feels — and set it on the
ground with its accompanying bow.

Though it’s not in my hands anymore,
it provokes a nostalgia I don’t want to think about. But it
practically hums to me, and I think I hear music, before I break
away from it and look back at Valmong.

“Why would I have a fiddle? I haven’t
played anything in almost a year.”

“Aren’t you a bard?” Now it’s his turn
to be confused, brow furrowed as he looks at me, as if for the
first time.

“A what, now?”

“A bard. Traveling musician? Weaving
magic with music?” He crosses his arms, eyes narrowing as he looks
between me and the instrument. “You must have hurt yourself pretty
badly if you don’t even remember that.”

“I guess I must have…” My hand wanders
back up to the tender spot on my forehead. I don’t know what else
to do but agree with him, and I’m not willing to risk another
headache by trying to remember.

“Hm.” His scrutiny
triggers a bout of goosebumps, and I’m not sure how to feel about
how he’s staring at me again. Like I’m the weird one.

“Maybe...Maybe I just need some sleep.
I’ll be able to think straight in the morning.” Or maybe I’ll wake
up in my own bed and this dream will be a distant, foggy
blur.

“Good idea.” He feeds the fire a bit
more before sliding farther away and lying back onto the
cloak.

Following his lead, I lie back down,
determined to wake up in my room.

But it’s not a bad dream.

I know as much when I wake up and feel
the stiffness in my neck, the persistent throbbing of my head
injury. I don’t want to open my eyes, but I do and am faced with
the tops of trees, a bright blue sky, and the sun shining down on
the clearing. With a sigh, I sit up. The fire is out, and Valmong
is already awake and gathering his things.

“You sleep like the dead.” In the
morning light, Valmong doesn’t look nearly as intimidating. Without
the shadows to sharpen his features to the point of looking
unnatural, his face seems more open. Almost friendly.

“I get that a lot.” I move to grab the
satchel, but hesitate at the sight of the fiddle again. As tempted
as I am to just leave it, I know I can’t. I place the instrument
inside the bag, but not before taking stock of what else is in
there. It’s not much — just some extra string for the fiddle, a
pouch heavy with coins, a small notebook, and several vials of
brightly colored liquids. Each vial has a different label —
healing, focus, stamina, among others. I guess the healing one is
medicine. But I’m not sure about the others. A brief perusal of the
book reveals sheet music.

“Ready to go?” Valmong’s voice
startles me out of my observations. He’s finished cleaning the camp
and is waiting for me to give back his cloak.

“Sorry, yeah.” I stand, handing him
the heavy cloth. “Where are we going again?”

“Swynton. Tenebrin said you’ll find
your answers in Claritas’ Temple.”

“And who are they?”

His eyes travel to my forehead. “Must
be worse than it looks.”

Valmong surveys the forest,
sighing.

“I don’t know what you were doing out
here, but the temple clerics should be able to help you figure that
out.” His tail twitches behind him, reminding me of an agitated
cat. He looks at me, stance tense but I can tell he’s trying to be
nice. Or, at the very least, trying not to scare me.

I don’t mean to, but my eyes dart to
his tail, following its staccato movements. It stops suddenly, and
I look away, muttering an apology.

“Sorry. Um, how far is it to
Swynton?”

Valmong doesn’t look at me, eyes
trained instead on the trees as he nods his head. “A few hours from
here in that direction, so we should get going.”

Without any additional warning, he
sets out, leaving me rushing to keep up.


Chapter Two

Valmong

Could she be any slower?

We’ve been walking for close to two
hours and she’s lagged behind the whole time. Though I’m not eager
to reach Swynton, I’m not moving as fast as I’d like, and at this
rate we might not get there before nightfall. Every time Camilla
tries to catch up — either with a jog or a ridiculous walk where
she constantly pumps her arms — it’s not long before her breath is
short, almost ragged.

I have a half a mind to offer to carry
her.

“Sorry...can we take a break? Please?”
She leans against a tree, closing her eyes.

“Sure.” I take a step closer to her,
“Is it your head? You seemed fine earlier.”

“Yeah. Every time I try to pick up
speed, it feels like the world is tilting.” She takes a deep
breath. “I think I’ll be okay after a short break.” Camilla sits on
a fallen tree. “Sorry again, for slowing you down.”

I shrug, trying to dismiss her
concern. “It’s fine. To be honest I’m in no rush to reach
Swynton.”

“Why?”

I don’t expect a follow up question,
and once more I’m taken aback by how much she doesn’t know. She’s
probably the only person in the entire region who doesn’t know who
I am.

Or why I’m not exactly welcome in
Swynton.

“They’re not very fond of me there.” I
leave it at that.

“Should I be nervous, then? If you’re
not welcome there, what’s to say I will be?” She fidgets in place,
her hands twisting the hem of her top, teeth worrying her bottom
lip.

“You’ll be fine.”

She finally drops the topic and sits
in silence for another few minutes.

By the time we reach the main road,
the sun is high in the sky. The forest lines either side of the
road, and I’m surprised there aren’t more people on it. Swynton’s
festival starts tonight, and there should be thousands making the
pilgrimage here, for the shrines to Tenebrin and
Claritas.

Fresh horse tracks and the tell-tale
signs of wagon wheels tell me we might have just missed the
crowd.

“Do you always travel by foot?”
Camilla’s voice cuts through my thoughts.

“Yes. Horses are more trouble than
they’re worth.” I turn to look at her without stopping. “Why?
Getting tired again?”

“No. And even if you had one, I’ve
never ridden before.”

The longer we’re on the road, the
lighter the air around us gets, especially as the forest thins the
closer we get to Swynton. Beside me, Camilla seems more at
ease.

“So…does this happen often? Finding
people in the woods like you found me?” She really has a hard time
with silence.

“You run into others now and then.
This is the first time I’ve had to save anyone, though.”

“You don’t just go around rescuing
people?”

“No. Not the rescuing type.” Maybe in
another life.

“What type are you, then?”

Will the questions ever cease? I stop,
unable to hide my annoyance as I look at her.

Be nice. Tenebrin’s voice only doubles my irritation.

“The ‘does things for money’ type.” I
stare her down as I speak, hoping she takes the hint to stop. Maybe
trigger some of that same fear I provoked the previous
night.

“Was that supposed to intimidate me?”
She tilts her head, warm brown eyes trying to find the answer to
her question on my face as they squint against the sun. Her face is
so open, soft. Curious. Does she know she quirks her lips like that
when she asks a question?

She is quite pretty, isn’t
she? Tenebrin shocks me from the path my
thoughts were taking.

“It was supposed to make you stop
talking.” I adjust the strap on my shoulder, breaking her gaze and
fixing my attention back on the road. A few minutes later, the gate
to Swynton comes into view.

Camilla

“Is that it?”

“Unfortunately.”

“You can’t answer like that and expect
me not to keep asking questions.” It’s difficult to tell if his
avoidance is because of me, or if that’s just how he is.

In the distance, a few people mill
about the entrance into the town. The first thing I notice is the
lack of horns and tails. So even here, Valmong’s appearance isn’t
common. Still, there are other odd beings — even at this distance I
can tell some of them have green or purple skin, while others are
easily twice my height.

“I can, because we’re here and the
temple is there.” He points into the woods to our right. A path
juts out from the main road, winding into a smaller portion of the
forest.

A stone structure hides beyond the
path, visible in pieces through gaps in the forest. A tower peeks
out from the tops of the trees. Another minute of walking and we
reach a clearing that opens into the entrance of what looks less
like a temple and more like a fortress. It’s all jagged stone, and
what I thought was part of a building is actually a wall that wraps
around the temple grounds. Valmong reaches the entrance first — a
large, reinforced door with a rope attached to a bell beside it. He
yanks the rope, producing a loud, but not unpleasant,
gong.

When the door swings open, we’re
greeted by a robed woman. Her face is open and friendly, soft,
cerulean eyes taking us both in before settling on me. Dark hair
shines in the sunlight around her, so black it’s almost blue, and
falls in a braid that rests within the hood of her pristine, white
robes. It’s a wonder she isn’t sweating — the material looks heavy
and cumbersome, covering her from neck to toes.

“We’ve been expecting you.” She
smiles. “Please, come in.” The woman gestures for both of us to
follow, but Valmong hangs back.

“This is as far as I go.” He nods at
me and turns to leave. “Tenebrin only asked me to deliver the
bard.”

The woman’s smile doesn’t falter.
“Very well. You know our doors are always open, should you need
us.”

By then, he’s already a few feet away,
and simply waves a hand.

“Wait!” I jog to catch up, grabbing
him without thinking.

Valmong

I wanted to ignore her — was ready to
— until she grabbed my cloak and tugged me to a stop. When I turn,
she’s looking at me with a small smile.

“Thank you.”

“What?”

“For saving me last night. Just
realized I never thanked you. So. Thanks.” She releases her grip on
my cloak and digs around her bag. “Not totally sure how money works
here, but this looks valuable, so here.”

Camilla holds out a large, gold
coin.

“What?” It seems my mouth can only
form that word.

“You said you’re the type that does
things for money.” The bard grabs my hand and puts the coin in it.
“And I don’t like being in debt.”

Some of her body heat lingers on the
coin.

“See you around.” She hurries back
toward the door, leaving me to watch it close behind
her.

Staring at the door won’t
make her come back out, you know. Tenebrin’s voice rings with laughter.

“Shut up.”

Camilla

For such a large door, it doesn’t make
a sound as it closes. Beside me, the woman places a hand on my
back, prompting me to turn around.

“Um...I don’t know what I’m doing
here.”

“Don’t worry.” She gestures for me to
follow. “Claritas will explain. Please, follow me.”

After one more look at the door — as
if Valmong might suddenly reappear — I follow her. It’s quiet
within the walls, the sounds of the forest kept at bay by the stone
barrier. Inside, what I can see of the grounds consists mostly of
gardens. Several others also dressed in robes tend to the various
flowers and shrubbery. Most of them ignore us as we pass, but every
once in a while, one of them meets my eyes and smiles. Though many
of them — the ones in black robes — wear their hoods up, I can see
horns of various types poking out from some of their heads. Some
curl, others stick straight up and end in curves like
Valmong’s.

Others are even stranger
still — scales instead of skin, other unnatural colors, and I even
spot someone with wings.

“You must have a lot of questions.”
The woman must have noticed me staring. I tear my eyes away from
the people around us and look at her. Though seemingly human, her
ears noticeably end in sharp points.

“You have no idea.” Inside the temple,
it reminds me of a church. A hush hovers in the air and somewhere
in the halls I can hear faint singing. High ceilings make me crane
my neck to see the art across the top, but the images are faded,
and I can’t quite make out what they’re supposed to be. The floor
is freezing against my bare feet, already sensitive from the hike
here.

“Well, my name is Siya.” The corner of
her eyes crinkle with a smile. Something about her feels both
ancient and ageless at once. What I can see of her dark skin
indicates youth, but something about her eyes belies a wisdom
gained from decades. It’s intimidating — much more than Valmong’s —
despite her open demeanor. “I’m told you’re Camilla.”

She pronounces it Cah-mee-la. Like my
mother used to.

“How do you know my name?”

“Claritas said you’d be coming.” At
the blank expression on my face, she continues, “She is a goddess —
of truth, intelligence, and the day. I’m her cleric, one of many.”
Siya gestures at the other as we pass. “Clerics commune with our
patron gods and goddesses, which is how she told me you were
coming.”

It takes me a second to process what
she’s saying. “I’m sorry — I don’t think I heard you right. Gods?
Goddesses?”

“You did.” She places a hand on my
arm. “I know it must be jarring, and a lot to take in at once. But
don’t worry, you would not be here if it weren’t fated. You’ll be
okay.”

“Fated?”

Before I can ask her to elaborate,
we’re interrupted by a frazzled cleric, her hair and robes a
complete mess. The edges of her robes are scorched and blackened,
and she carries the smell of smoke.

Speaking in a language I don’t
understand and can’t identify, her tone is rushed and laced with
panic. After she’s done, Siya turns with an apologetic look on her
face.

“My apologies. I need to tend to this
— please, wait here.” She points to a bench along the wall, tucked
into an alcove with a large window that looks out into the garden.
“I’ll be right back.”

They rush down the hall, back the way
the frazzled cleric came, before I’ve even sat.

Without much else to do, I let my eyes
wander out the window. Outside, some clouds have started to form,
providing shade to the clerics working in the garden. There’s
something comforting about watching them work. The sureness of
every motion, the confidence and relaxation in the way they stand
or walk up and down the rows of plants feels like meditation, and I
wonder if that’s part of what they’re doing out there,
too.

Out of the corner of my eyes, I see
one of the clerics — shorter than everyone else by at least two
feet, and stout — wave their hand in the air and conjure a small
cloud from nothing. I rub my eyes to make sure I’m seeing them
right. When I open them again, the cloud is still there, but now
it’s producing rain. They wave their hands again and the cloud
floats along the path or plants, watering them.

Magic. This place
has magic.

Then again, why wouldn’t it? Something
plucked me from my bed, Siya can talk to her god, and I’m clearly
surrounded by beings that aren’t quite human. Why would magic be
such a stretch?

Siya returns a moment later, a little
out of breath but otherwise fine. Her robe is dusty with what looks
like ash. Like the other cleric, she carries the smell of
smoke.

“Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine.” She waves away my
concern. “Just some novices getting a hold of fire.”

“Can everyone here do magic?” I point
at the cloud still making its way around the garden.

“No. There are some regional
affinities to certain types of magic, but it really depends on the
individual.” She joins me on the bench. “Like you, for example.”
Siya gestures to the neck of the fiddle poking out of my bag. “Some
bards can manifest magic from music.”

“Valmong mentioned something about
that, but I didn’t think he meant it literally.” I reach into the
satchel and pull out the fiddle, holding it with both hands. Like
the night before, it hums at my touch. My fingertips tingle, and
that nostalgia mixes with the urge to play — something I’ve managed
to ignore for the better part of the last year. But now it’s an
itch beneath my skin.

It’s easy to believe Siya’s
words.

“Come. I’ll show you to your room.
It’s almost time for supper, and I’m sure you’d like to rest.” She
stands and I follow.

“My room?”

“Yes. You can stay as long as you need
to. This is all new to you, and you’ll have more questions, I’m
sure. And you’ll need somewhere to sleep until you can talk to
Claritas.”

“But I’m not a cleric?”

“There are other ways to talk to
gods.” Her words feel ominous, but her smile doesn’t waver. She
turns and leads me deeper into the building, down another hallway
and up a set of stairs.

As we climb the tower, the valley
comes into view outside. The landscape is beautiful — full of so
many shades of greens, yellows, and reds it looks more like a
painting than real life. When we stop, the room Siya offers has a
window that looks out in the direction of the town. From here, I
can see the outline of the buildings and smoke from chimneys. The
wall around the town blocks people from my view, but the sounds of
life float over it.

“I’ll send someone to get you for
supper. I’d offer to show you around the temple a little more, but
I have some things to take care of.”

“No worries. I need some time to
process everything anyway.” And I’m still holding the fiddle in my
hands, the itch to play becoming harder to ignore.

She stops by the door. “Feel free to
wash up in the adjoining room — we drew up a bath for you. It
should help with your wounds, too. There are clothes in the
dresser.”

“Thank you.”

With another smile, Siya
leaves.

As soon as she’s gone, I set the
instrument and my satchel on the desk against the far wall. The
idea of a bath is too good to pass up, so I head for the room she
pointed out. It’s half the size of the bedroom, and only has a
bathtub, along with what I recognize as a chamber pot in the corner
of the room. A towel lies on the floor by the tub, a small lump of
soap sitting on top.

Shedding my clothes, I get my first
proper look at the wound in my side, and Valmong’s shoddy bandage
job. It’s stopped bleeding, but I’m still sore. Bruises pepper most
of my skin, too.

I sink into the bath, taking in the
scents of flowers, and something sweeter I can’t pinpoint. It’s
barely warm and feels good on my aching skin. Soon enough, though,
the chill settles, so I hurry to scrub the blood away and rinse out
my hair. After drying off, I wrap the towel around me and head
toward the dresser and the promise of clean, non-bloody clothes.
Shivering against the cold, I dig through the dresser and manage to
find a long-sleeved tunic dress, tights, and some socks. The bottom
drawer reveals a pair of boots. It all fits okay, if not a little
snug, but anything is better than my bloody sweater and leggings at
this point.

At the thought of my ruined clothes,
my eyes go to the sweater. It was a Christmas gift from my parents
the year before they died, and now I’m wondering if there’s
anything I can do to fix it. But I don’t let myself linger on the
thought too much.

Dwelling will only make it
worse.

Determined to get some rest, I let
myself fall onto the bed by the window. I didn’t realize how
uncomfortable the ground had been until my body sinks into the
mattress. For a moment, when I close my eyes, I can almost convince
myself that I’m back in my room, surrounded by unpacked
boxes.

But then I open my eyes
again and I’m faced with the vaulted ceiling of the turret this
room is in. How did I get here? Why
am I here? Siya clearly knows. Or trusts that her
goddess will tell me. I wish I didn’t have to keep waiting. Unable
to quiet my thoughts, I’m pretty sure any kind of meaningful rest
is out of reach.

Sitting up, my eyes fall once more on
the fiddle.

You play so
beautifully. My mother’s voice comes
unbidden, that bittersweet longing to play coming with it. I grit
my teeth against it, a knee jerk reaction. That resistance to play
comes so easily after all these months, but I can’t help but feel
like I need to. It’s magic, according to Siya, and that thought is
tantalizing enough to tempt me into playing.

I finally let myself reach for the
instrument again. Muscle memory guides me as I pick it up and
settle it into my shoulder, resting my chin against it. With a deep
breath, I squeak out a couple of notes.

I wince, the sound less than
pleasant.

Try
again. My father’s voice, encouraging as
it was in my childhood, comes to mind.

Taking another breath, I give it
another stroke. Still rusty, but I push through it. The more I
play, the more my limbs relax, and I fall into an old, memorized
song. As I continue, more tunes come to mind, and I transition
between them, falling into my old practice set, until I get lost in
the music. It’s difficult to tell how long I play, or how many
times I repeat the same songs.

My chest tightens, and I remind myself
to breathe.

A knock at the open door startles me
from my practice, and the bow screeches against the
strings.

Another cleric — this one in black
robes — stands by the open door with a curious look on their face.
Like Valmong, they have horns, though theirs are much shorter, only
barely poking out from their blond hair. Unlike Valmong, the gold
from their eyes also shows up on their skin, giving them a
sun-kissed look.

“Apologies for interrupting. Siya sent
me to collect you for supper.”

“Oh — okay.” I’m surprised at my own
disappointment, at how much I don’t want to stop playing. As I put
the fiddle back, I realize there are tears in my eyes and trailing
down my cheeks. I hurry to wipe them away before facing the cleric
again.

“Your music sounded beautiful. I’ve
never heard those songs.”

“Thank you.” I let them lead me out,
trying to get my emotions back under control.


Chapter Three

Camilla

They lead me out of the room and down
the stairs. At the bottom, we make a left to go deeper into the
temple. Now that I don’t have my sweater, I half expect a chill in
the air, but an unnatural warmth fills the halls, making me wonder
about what other magic must be in use here. Late afternoon light
streams in through the windows, giving the hall a welcoming
glow.

We join a group walking in the same
direction, and the cleric with me strikes up a conversation with
someone else. I smile, but don’t participate. To be honest I’m not
all that sure about what they’re discussing — something about
preparation schedules and shifts.

Our destination is a large hall in
what feels like the center of the temple. There aren’t any windows,
but the room is lit with glowing, blue-tinted orbs that float above
our heads. Large tables flanked with benches occupy the space,
reminding me of a campground mess hall. Most of them are filled to
capacity, and I’m suddenly anxious at the thought of having to find
a seat among so many people. The cleric — I realize too late I
never asked their name — leads me between two rows on the far left
of the room, until we reach a table in the corner where Siya and a
few others sit. With a smile, Siya dismisses my guide before
welcoming me to sit with her.

“How are you settling in?”

“Okay, I guess?” I’m not sure how else
to respond. “Took a bath, tried to reacquaint myself with the
fiddle.”

“Oh?” Her eyes light with surprise,
eyebrows raised. “And how did that go?”

I know she’s asking about more than
just the music.

“Could have been worse. But no magic.”
It’s only then I realize I’d been hoping to feel something more
than just my emotions while I played. I think she senses my
disappointment.

“That doesn’t mean you can’t do it,
you know.” She turns her attention to the bowl in front of her. The
soup smells delicious, and a hunger I hadn’t felt before suddenly
pangs in my stomach. There’s a bowl in front of me, and she
gestures toward it. “Please, eat.”

It tastes even better than it smells.
It’s a hearty, opaque broth with what tastes like beef, potatoes,
and yucca root. Doing my best not to inhale it, I take careful
spoonfuls, trying to match Siya’s more dignified pace.

The rest of the table’s eyes are on
me, and I chide myself for being rude. I smile at the person
sitting on my other side. He’s a short, stout, bearded man with
curly brown hair pulled into a low ponytail. His robes are
different — where some of the other clerics are dressed in black or
white, his are gray. Looking around the room, it seems like the
majority are gray, and I wonder at their significance. Siya is the
only one at the table in white.

Across from me sits an elderly woman,
hair snow-white and face decorated with wrinkles, more pronounced
as she smiles at me.

“Hello.” Her voice is soft, a bit
difficult to hear over the dull buzz of the room.

“Hi.” I’m suddenly shy, unsure of how
to behave when faced with so many new people at once.

As if sensing those nerves, Siya
places a hand on my arm before introducing me.

“This is Camilla. Camilla, meet Bram
and Letty. They are my apprentices. Bram tends the temple’s
stables, and Letty used to be a bard, like you.”

“So. You’re struggling with your
magic?” Straight and to the point — I wonder if Letty was a teacher
once, given the authority in her voice.

“Sort of.” A part of me thinks it’s
more to do with how long it’s been since I’ve played. And why I
gave it up in the first place. Or that I don’t actually belong
here. But that seems like a lot to dump on a stranger, so I simply
say, “I’m not sure where to start, to be honest.”

“You’re in luck!” Bram’s voice is
kind, like a grandpa. His eyes light up as he claps my shoulder.
“Letty was one of the best bards in Redwynne before joining the
temple. A few lessons with her, and you’ll be right as
rain.”
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