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Prologue
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Haven Ellery stood at the edge of the fire tree’s light, staring into the darkness. He was sure he could still see Nara running towards him, the desperation and fear etched deep in her features that all too quickly turned to horror. It had distracted him, in a way, from the searing pain that had wracked his body. How many times had he been sure he was dying while holding her as she left this world?

It hurt. Like something had ripped his very heart from his body. The Mer had done just that, he thought, putting his hand to his perfectly intact chest. Then he moved it to his side, where the mark Nara’s sword had left on him had long disappeared.

A sword he’d seen lighting up in those last moments before he disappeared. He had felt the buzz of the power within it, knowing she would destroy the beast behind him, but it was too late for him. Ellery had dropped to his knees. It was too late for them.

As the light of the fire tree had come into focus, he had hoped it would give him some comfort, but there was none to be found this time. There were too many questions. Too many new questions had arisen in this life and, just as in the previous lives, he feared they would never be answered.

How many lives had they lived wondering at why they were there, living as they were? A short and dangerous existence, with no choice in where they went or how they lived. He was tired. It had been a long life, and Ellery should cherish that fact, but he had spent so little of it with his Sunshine.

Their lives were simple in that they found each other, hunted out what needed hunting, and defeated it, usually. Although then one of them was lost. Too often, one of them was lost. This life had been different—the searching for Nara, the separation, the soldier hunting her out.

No matter how much Ellery thought of Manning, what he might have been and where he might have come from, he could not understand the link to their past lives or how anyone might have learnt who they were. Or how Nara knew better than he did what Manning was.

He would never be separated from her again. No matter what was to come in their next life, he would not leave her. If nothing else, he was certain of that.
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Chapter 1
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The cold air wrapped around Nara Millard and pressed in on her, threatening to steal away her breath. She pulled at the heavy coat, thankful for the weight of it against the bitter cold and the thick fur that tried to hold her body heat close. The fur-lined hood hung low over her face, protecting her from the cold and partly shielding her eyes from the bright surroundings. She pushed it back to make out where she was and regretted it instantly. The cold stung her face, and she raised her hand to shield her eyes from the bright white world around her.

She missed the warmth of the fire tree. The gentle heat it generated, and the crackle of the leaves. She had no idea how long she had waited this time. It had seemed so long, and yet time moved so differently there that it might not have been very long at all.

Sucking in a deep breath, Nara coughed from the icy air, her eyes watering from the cold and the brightness as she tried to focus on the world around her. Despite there being nothing but snow surrounding her, there was movement. For a moment, she worried she had come back to the world in the middle of some event.

The world was white, stark white, and it was hard to make out anything at all as it reflected the sunlight. The movement was simply white moving on white, and then something moved across her line of sight, blocking the blinding light.

Nara stepped back, worried she would be lost too soon in this life. Her hand closed around the handle of her sword, still in its sheath, but she moved as though too slow to react. She needed to protect herself, but she couldn’t think clearly. As she struggled to focus on the world around her, a large hand closed around hers, and something in her—something like the stones—cried out in relief.

The starbursts of light in her eyes faded away, and she looked up into the face she had longed to see, one that had filled her waking and sleeping moments while she had waited to find him again. She let out a sob of something like relief. Haven appeared just as he always had, as young as he might have been the first time she met him. He had seemed so old and so weathered the last time she had seen him.

He closed his arms around her and pressed his lips to the top of her head. That last moment when he had disappeared so completely, so out of reach, had haunted her along with the few days they’d had together in that life. Her life short and yet he had waited so long.

Something tugged at her, something else that made her remember why they were there. Why they lived as they did and died so often. But she remained clinging to the man before her, neither of them saying a word. She was sure he felt the same pull she did, but neither of them wanted to move. The cold continued to push at her heavy outer layer, and she was tempted to crawl inside the similar heavy coat worn by Haven to see if they could hide it out together.

“Do you know where we are?” he asked eventually, which seemed an odd question to start with, for they rarely had any idea where they were in comparison to anywhere else they might have been.

She shook her head rather than answer. She was doubtful she had a voice and hesitant as to what she wanted to do with it. She just wanted to stay in the warm, comfortable embrace for as long as she could.

“Do you feel the pull?” he asked.

She looked up at him then, surprised that he was not as keen as she was to remain where they were. “How long have you waited?”

“Just arrived,” he murmured, letting her go and looking out across the frozen landscape.

It was hard to make out any landmarks, or where the land finished and the sky began.

“You feel it,” she said, wondering if he felt it more than she did, if it was a greater pull for him this time. In the small space between them, she reached for where she knew the stones would be at her belt and poured them carefully into her hand. The five stones clinked together, echoing oddly around them. Despite the overwhelming cold, it was only then that she noticed there was not a breath of wind.

Nara rubbed the stones between her hands, feeling a warmth she hadn’t before—or perhaps it was only because her hands were numb. Again, she thought of the fire tree. Although she had only just returned, she partly wished she was back there, but only if she could be there with Haven. She wouldn’t leave him behind. Not for as long as she could remain with him.

“What do they say?” he asked.

She glanced at him again and then nodded into the distance, the distance he was already focused on. Nara knew he felt the same pull she did. But neither of them moved, and she wanted to wrap her arms around him again.

“Sunshine?” he asked.

She lifted her chin to look at him, those perfect blue eyes and square jaw lost beneath a beard she hoped kept his face warm. She could still make out the shape of his jaw, as though she had run her hand across it a thousand times. She was sure she had.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

He stared at her for a moment and then closed his arms around her, pulling her close, pressing his mouth hungrily to hers.

She was sure the tears she was shedding were freezing to her face, but the relief was overwhelming. She feared he had not missed her as much as she had missed him, and she wondered whether this fear would wear away. They had each other, only each other, and then nothing. Would he tire of that? She certainly tired of living like this, but never of Haven.

“I was thinking about that captain,” he murmured, rubbing his rough thumb across her cheek, but she cried out at the frozen tears scratching at her skin. He held his hands to her face, just as icy as the surrounding weather.

She had thought of Captain Manning too, but nothing had made sense in that last life. Not the way the monsters had wanted them, separated them, and worked against each other in some ways. Nara was still to determine who the women in white had been. Spectres or something else entirely, moving between worlds.

“His father,” Haven added.

She looked up at him as he brushed away her melted tears, using the fur at the end of his sleeve to dry her face. “Do you think he really knew who we were?”

Haven nodded slowly, and the idea scared her more than it had before. She had almost convinced herself that perhaps they had mistaken her for someone else, but it wasn’t true. The village they had stayed in was designed to bring in men, strong men for the Mer to take what they needed from—but it was also designed to draw in Haven and Nara. No, Nara Millard and Captain Haven Ellery. The monsters knew them, understood who they were. But who would want Nara so desperately, and what good would it do them if they found and captured her? She was destined to spend so little time in any life.

She let out a sigh. It no longer mattered. The man was dead and the Mer gone, at least from that town, the link to the water broken.

Another tug drew her attention away from the monsters they had been fighting to where they were now. Haven’s hands were still on her face as he pressed a quick kiss to her lips and looked across the icy plains.

“Do you think others have looked for us?” she asked.

He looked back to her, his brow creasing as he pulled his hood forward, and she lost sight of him to the shadow. He pulled hers up and around her face, although it wasn’t doing enough to keep the cold out.

“We haven’t heard of any such people, or met them,” he said, but he sounded as though it could be a possibility, as though just because they hadn’t understood it to be so did not mean it wasn’t happening.

“Who is looking for us?” she asked. “Who would want to find us after all this time?”

He shook his head again. She knew it was likely a question they would never answer, just as they would never work out why they were living as they were. But then, the two ideas might be connected. If they had not managed to work out the reason in all the lives they had lived, they might never work out who wanted them now. Or how anyone had come to learn who they were.

“Were they always looking?” he asked.

“Do you think they were in the first life?” The idea chilled Nara further. If she wasn’t already shivering, she might have started at this thought. But she hadn’t known anyone in her first life, no one of note other than those who were responsible for their deaths in the end. “A descendent?” she asked.

He shrugged then, as though uncertain, but she understood that he had spent just as much time thinking it over beneath the fire tree as she had.

The tug suddenly became stronger, and the stones called out in her hand. She slipped them back into the pouch. Drawing her sword as Haven drew his, she stood beside him to face what they could not see approaching. Something like light glinted from Haven’s broad, curved sword beside her. And yet, despite the blinding light, it felt as though it had come from within.

Nara’s own sword—a gift from the tree, she had assumed—lit up with a perfect blue green light, the leather soft in her hand and warm against her skin. It gave her comfort. She knew this sword, certain that she had carried it through her lives as Haven had with his father’s blade. Another light shimmered across it, distracting her from what was coming.

Something broke through the ice before her, roaring as it reared up. In the bright white world, all she could make out was a large pink maw—sharp, curved, protruding teeth and a white bulk, as white as the world around them—pushing down on them.

Nara slashed forward with her sword as another broke the surface to the right of Haven. But she couldn’t take her focus from what was before her, and she suspected there might be more beneath the ice and snow surrounding them. Nara was certain the creatures had come towards them. She had felt them approach, only not quite as quickly as they had arrived.

The thing growled at her, deep and guttural, and it echoed around her. The reverberating sound made her wonder if they were on a plain at all, or perhaps something else. But she had to focus on what was before her. The creature was huge. It snapped at her as she stabbed with her sword. When she had built enough power within the weapon, she shot a charge of lightning into the creature.

It cried out and fell back, but it quickly shook off her attack. Despite the flecks of blood that dotted the landscape and the creature before her, it was difficult to see whether she had managed to do any damage. It leapt again, and she sliced as it pushed towards her. It turned, protecting its open mouth, but now its attack was aimed at Haven. Nara pushed the sword into its neck, sliding beneath the beast and twisting the blade rather than use her lightning. The creature made a gargled noise and stopped, almost trampling her as it fell.

The world was too silent around her for too long.

“Nara?” Haven’s voice was loud, panicked, but it sounded too far away.

“Here,” she said, realising then that the creature had managed to pin her to the icy surface. Her hood had fallen back, and her face was pressed into the snow. Although it was cold, it didn’t quite feel like ice. She wondered where they had found themselves this time.

“Sunshine?”

She pulled her hand free, still tight around her sword, and held it aloft, lighting up the weapon and watching the blue-green glow reflect from the icy world they were in.

And then the creature moved, and she stifled a scream before she realised Haven was pulling it away. It was just as big as she had feared it to be, like a bear.

“Are you hurt?” Haven asked, patting her down, looking for signs of injury. There was more blood smeared across the world now, but Nara was sure it was all from the creature.

She shook her head, and he helped her to her feet. She staggered a little, aching more than she’d expected although she had been beneath the creature. She looked to the sword hanging by Haven’s side. And then he had an arm around her, and they were moving across the broken surface, soft, dark loam beneath the thick layer of icy snow. The creatures had burrowed their way to them.

“I heard echoes,” she whispered.

“I think we are near a cliff or something. It is so hard to see in this white world.” Haven squinted into the distance. Nara had no idea where the world started and the sky ended. She shook her head and leaned into him, her head aching. She was dizzier than expected. She must have hit the ground harder than she’d thought.

“Haven?”

“Mmm?” he asked, looking down at her. Then his brow creased, worry and fear too clear on his face.

She closed her eyes as the dull ache became an overwhelming throbbing in her head. It was as though the world moved around her, swaying, bumping, and jolting her. Nara opened her eyes into the too-bright light just to close them again instantly. She squeezed her arms tighter around Haven’s neck. Although she doubted he could see any better than she could, he seemed to pick up his pace.

“Haven?”

“They are stalking us.”

“What?”

“Those snow creatures.”

“Is it snow? It felt dry when I was pressed against it.”

He jostled her a little on his back to hold her better and continued in silence. He was listening, she realised as he paused. She had no idea when he had picked her up. The sound of crunching ice—or was it cracking ice?—reached her. He started again, and she turned slowly to look behind her. The world was in chaos. The bright sunlight reflected off the icy surfaces, and she could see the ravine they had been in. The high icy sides, the ground churning like the sea, dark soil apparent through the lifted surface, broken shards sticking into the air... and every now and then, she could make out something white within the dark. Something moving. Although not as quickly as it had before.

Whatever these creatures were, they knew they didn’t need to hurry. Their prey would tire soon enough. She tried to count how many there were, but she couldn’t. Looking back over Haven’s shoulder, for the first time Nara could make out a different sky. The ravine must have played with their senses. She hoped that once they were out in the open, she would have a better chance to determine what it was and where they were.

Something growled behind them, and she glanced back as the ground shook around her. Some distance behind them, the ground gave way completely. In the middle of the unnaturally dark soil, more of the white creatures appeared. More than she could count. White lumps appeared from the dirt, none of it sticking to them, still blindingly white. The chase appeared to be over, and yet Haven continued at the same pace.

“Let me down,” Nara whispered, worried that her voice would carry and give them away.

He shook his head and continued.

“They have stopped,” she said, keeping her voice just as low.

He slowed and turned, looking towards the direction they had come from. But he didn’t stop, his grip around her legs tighter.

“What can you feel?” she asked. “Where is the pull?”

“Ahead,” he returned, again picking up his pace.

She was glad that he was younger. The Haven in their last life might not have been able to continue at such a pace. Although the man he had been then was just as strong, he’d been tired and ready for the fire tree. She pressed her face to his, focusing on the cold surrounding them as it bit into her exposed face and hands. Despite the warmth of the coat, she could feel the cold pressing against her, and yet she wasn’t as confident that it was ice surrounding them.

She pulled her hood forward, clung to the man beneath her, and allowed him to do as he thought he must. The sky became darker, cloudy and grey, marking out the difference to the land around them. When she looked down, the ground was still stark white. She closed her eyes to it and allowed Haven to carry her to wherever he felt the pull.
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The world was just as white when Nara opened her eyes. Although the dark clouds had taken some of the edge from it, and it didn’t hurt her eyes in the same way. Haven had stopped. She glanced about and tapped his shoulder, and he slowly released his hold on her. She slid down his back to land in the soft snow, her boots squeaking.

“How far have we come?” she asked, turning back and looking across the landscape. It was not clear where they had been or where they might have come from. There were some footprints in the snow, but only several, as though they had suddenly appeared at this point with no history as to how they had made it here.

They were never in the same place twice, at least not that she remembered—and she remembered it all, didn’t she? She turned slowly as Haven sheathed his father’s sword. A sword she had watched him wield so many times, against so many creatures.

Her hand fell to her own sword in its sheath at her belt. The familiar feel of the leather around the handle, the solid-gold blade she knew without looking at, and the pouch that held her stones tucked away beneath the heavy coat. She poured the cool stones out of the pouch and held them tight in her hand. She missed them when she was beneath the fire tree, and she so often wondered what they might tell her of her life there if she could have the chance to hold them.

The five stones were familiar and similar in size and shape, each like a large bean. Each held a slight variation in colour and dark marks within the green stone, and yet she knew them all. Despite their earlier message, they were silent now. It had been in her last life that they had screamed at her for the first time. Before that, she had not heard them for too long. Now, other than a low, level sense of security, there was nothing. No indication of what was ahead of them nor behind. She slipped them back into the pouch at her belt.

“Why did they stop?” she asked.

“Perhaps they were not the monsters we seek.”

“We were pulled away from where they were. But they were in greater numbers than I expected. Will they return?”

“Perhaps we found a nest of some kind, and they were just chasing us away.”

Nara shook her head. It was an idea, but not the truth. Whatever they were, they were not natural creatures, and she feared there would be more of them. Her lightning had little impact on them.

It was all speculation. She had no idea from day to day what the next would bring, what the next life would be, whether this would be the last day of this life or if she would even get another. How many times had they done this—how many times had they relived what might have been? Or tried to find meaning in it all?

They had just accepted so often that they were lucky enough to have survived, in whatever capacity that was. That they could be together, but that they would be compelled to seek out and fight whatever unnatural creatures roamed the world where they had appeared, no matter how unnatural they might be themselves.

Nara drew the sleek sword from the sheath at her side, turning it slowly and watching the light play over the brilliant blade. Solid and smooth. She sighed, remembering holding it against Haven’s side in her last life—their last life—trying to hold him together for that little bit longer. Trying to hold them both together, in a way. She had not been ready to lose him when she had just found him, yet he was so ready to go.

She pulled suddenly at his coat, lifting it away from his skin. He jumped as the cold air permeated the warm bubble of air he’d had beneath it. Nara’s numb fingers felt nothing as they flitted over his skin. He sucked in a breath.

“They don’t last,” he said.

“I know,” she murmured, looking over his perfect body, unblemished, fresh and ready for another life of facing creatures that would try to tear him down and kill him at every opportunity.

“Nara?”

“Do you remember the mark, when I sealed the wound closed?” She lifted her eyes to his and allowed his clothing to drop.

He nodded once.

“The marks, the imprint?” she whispered.

“From the sword,” he returned.

“This sword.” She held it out, trying not to squint as the light hit the golden blade again.

Haven nodded, but his brow knitted in confusion. “What is it?”

“There were marks on your skin, from the sword.”

“Yes,” he said as though she wasn’t making any sense—and she wasn’t, for she didn’t understand it herself. “Haven,” she said slowly as she ran her fingers down the smooth blade. “There are no symbols on the sword.”

He blinked as though waking from a deep sleep and reached to take it from her hand. She released it, missing the familiarity of it, and yet it felt foreign at the same time. She watched as he did the same, running his fingers along the smooth, unblemished surface.

“It has not been used,” he muttered.

“It is not the same sword,” she replied before she could think about what the words meant. She could so clearly see the imprint she had left on him, feel the risen imprint from the symbols she had not understood on the sword. A gold sword, but not this gold sword.

She squeezed her eyes closed and dragged in a deep breath, coughing from the cold that penetrated her lungs. She held her hand out, and the soft leather found her palm. She was unsure if the sword had returned at her will or if Haven had placed it into her hand. But it was her sword. She knew that as well as she knew Haven, the man standing before her. The man she knew with everything she had. And yet, she understood it was not her sword. Not the same sword. She sheathed it quickly and emptied the leather pouch again into her hand.

The pouch had changed. She knew that, and it didn’t matter, but the number of stones had changed. There were lifetimes when she thought she had lost some—or, in one lifetime, gained some. For someone whose memories were so clear, it was odd that she could not remember these details clearly.

“Show me yours,” she said.

Haven drew his sword from the sheath across his back. He shook his head as he looked it over. Nara looked for a hint of magic. She had seen something while they stood in the ice to face those creatures, those snow-white rodents the size of bears. It had shimmered, she thought, looking it over as he held it out now. The firm handle, the beautiful curved blade, the sharp point. Despite knowing that he had used it so many times, and that it had belonged to his father before him, it did not appear to have been used at all. The fine blade was sharp; there were no nicks or dents or damage of any kind.

She put her hand to the cool metal, unsure if it was cool because of the cold that surrounded them or because of something inside of it.

The world was different every time they returned, and she was comfortable with that. There was a certainty in the other things that she had in each new life—such as Haven and his sword, her sword and her mother’s stones. The same certainty those things had given previously seemed as foreign as the surroundings in that moment.

The life they were living again and again was not the one she had thought, and the monsters they hunted out suddenly didn’t seem so dire, so urgent as they had. There was too much they had thought real that no longer made any sense. If any of it was as she thought it was.

“There is someone behind this,” she blurted as a loud cry echoed around them, her voice lost to whatever creature was calling. She wondered if Haven’s idea of a nest made sense, if there were some larger creature hunting them out, or if they were hunting it out and had found some wild offspring instead.

Haven shook his head, but she was unsure if it was in response to her comment or to the sound surrounding them. Her head rang with the noise as it died away. She looked about, searching for something that the sound would have bounced off. Was there a ravine? Could they not make out what they were standing in due to the snow, the ice, the cloudy sky?

“Where are we?” she asked.

He looked down at her, having looked around himself, but it was as though he could not understand why they were there, let alone where. He had been so distracted when they’d first found each other. Was he still thinking of what the world might be?

“Haven?”

“Mmm,” he murmured. He was looking around again, rather than at her.

“I’m right,” she whispered, and he nodded, although he wouldn’t have heard her as the sounds of the world around them erupted again.

It was as though the whole world were tipping. Nara was sure she felt the ground vibrate beneath her. The sound was somewhere between a cry of pain and a growl. Something frightening, as though the creature behind it was more than huge—enormous. She glanced back the way she thought they had come. Those creatures they had already encountered were large enough, and she had nearly been crushed by one. It had a hide thick enough that her lightning had done nothing to slow it down.

Her bright sword was strong, but she doubted it was long enough to pierce the heart of a creature bigger than those she had already faced. She understood that whatever this might be, it was far bigger than they would be able to handle.

The ground continued to rumble around her, and she clung to Haven so that she wouldn’t fall over. The sound became more and more overwhelming, although she could not determine where it was coming from. It might have been from the creature running towards them—or it was burrowing beneath them and would suddenly spring out from the ground, as the others had.

Nara started to back up, but she knew that would not help her. If it was as large as she feared, it could swallow her before she knew it was there. Before she could do anything about it.

Haven had not moved, remaining stock-still where they had stopped. She tugged at his sleeve. His only response was to shake his head. She feared then that the sound might have done something to him, as the Mer song had done with her. She feared it was inside his head, confusing him, making it difficult for him to think clearly.

“Haven?” she asked. The sound dropped away as suddenly as it had started, and the world settled around them into an odd silence.

She took a step closer, her boots squeaking in the snow, the sound drawing his attention. He looked at her as though just realising she was there.

Tears sprang to her eyes before she could think about the danger in this cold environment. She tried to sniff them back, but they were already freezing on her face. She put her numb hands to her face and closed her eyes. This was going to be difficult, whether because she understood things were not as she thought them to be or because the creatures in this world were far larger and more frightening than any they had faced before. 

It was Haven’s distance that was hardest to deal with. They only had each other. They had only had each other in all the lives they’d lived. And she missed him more standing beside him than she did beneath the fire tree.

She stepped back from him as she moved her hands away from her damp face. He was looking beyond her as though studying the surroundings. She wondered if they would at least hear these creatures coming.

Closing her eyes, Nara pushed her fingers over them and felt ice forming on her lashes. They needed some shelter, or this life would be very short indeed. But was she looking for herself or dragging a man with her whom, for the first time, she couldn’t understand what he was thinking or where he wanted to be?

Wiping at her face with the fur cuff of her sleeve, Nara tried to calm her breathing. She wasn’t thinking clearly, and it wouldn’t help either of them. Not when they couldn’t clearly see their enemy. She looked around, thinking of the term. These creatures were not their enemy—they were just that, creatures, causing damage and harm but not always thinking of what they did. Although the Mer in her last life had been something very different. They had not just been taking the essence of men; they had been there for her.

There was something behind this, something stronger than either of them realised, something watching and waiting for an opportunity to get at them. She hadn’t lived long enough in her first life to create any enemies, and they hadn’t interacted with enough people in their lives since to have created any more. But someone wanted them. Someone wanted her. And whether that was to kill her again or finally, she didn’t know.

Glancing at Haven now, she had the oddest feeling that it wouldn’t matter if this was the final life, if she was taken from him and they were separated forever. Whether beneath the fire tree or in some afterlife in the clouds like she had imagined as a child for her mother, Nara had the feeling that Haven wouldn’t miss her, wouldn’t search for her with the same desperation she would if he were taken from her.

“I am going to look for shelter,” she murmured, turning away from him and heading across the snowy plain alone. With her sword in hand, Nara glanced around the white expanse before her, trying to reflect the sun away. If she could find another glassy surface, she might be able to tell if there was something more than what she was seeing.

She tugged at the hood over her head, pulling it closer around her face and creating shade from the glare of her surroundings. She would love a dark cave or tunnel just to take the pressure from her eyes. It was so hard to search in the blinding white.

Something squeaked behind her, and for half a heartbeat she thought she had been found by whatever force might be searching her out. The sound kept pace with her. Was there someone else behind all this, someone wanting her—Manning’s father, if that were possible? Or was it something else? Had people heard of them? They did meet people, after all, when they saved the occasional village. Nara usually thought people assumed them dead after they went off to face some monster.

She stopped and swung around to find Haven a step behind her. He was looking across the landscape rather than at her, and he walked right into her. He stopped, blinked, and then looked down at her.

“What do you see?” he asked, his attention immediately back on the surrounding landscape.

She shook her head rather than answer.

He took her by the arm and guided her to continue in the direction she was going. Although she had no idea of where she was going or whether it was safe or not. His hand was too tight around her arm, but she didn’t say anything, didn’t ask him to let her go. How could she have thought he didn’t care? He was just as worried as she was, trying to find what they couldn’t see in the landscape around them.

She should have the stones in her hand, she thought, reaching for the pouch. She tipped them hurriedly into her hand, and Haven took her sword so she could rub them between her palms. The squeaking sound they made as they rubbed over each other seemed to fill the world around them. Nara looked up, wondering if they were in fact in some large domed world.

“Sunshine?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.” And there was nothing—no hint of danger, no indication that the end was close. Nothing pointing them to where they should be going. She turned slowly, Haven moving with her as though looking for the danger, the direction they should be going in. There was no hint at all from the stones.

“Is there anything here at all?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” He sounded defeated. “Something makes me feel nervous, more nervous than when I know death is close, but I can’t see it. I can’t work out where it is or why.”

“Do you know when you will die?” she asked.

He looked down at her, studying her face for the first time since they had arrived in this life. “Only when you do,” he said, the corner of his mouth lifting into a sad sideways smile. He brushed his fingers over her skin, his brow creasing.

“I haven’t seen anything,” she said.

“Your face is red, as though you have been burnt.” He ran his fingers over her cheek again.

She thought she was cold, but perhaps it was more.

She looked up into his brilliant blue eyes and across his cheeks exposed between the edge of the hood and his neat beard. He was not red at all.
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Chapter 3
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Ellery touched the back of his hand gently to Nara’s face. Despite the cold numbing his fingers, her flushed skin was too warm. He wondered if the cold and near numbness of his hands might make her feel warmer still, or less so. Touching his own face, Ellery found it just as cold as his fingers. In all their lifetimes and all they had faced, death and injury had been common, but illness was not something they had experienced.

He had been ill as a child from time to time, although he barely remembered it. Other than his mother fussing over him. This worried him. He put his hand back to Nara’s face, which was growing redder by the moment. He glanced up and over her head. The too-white world reflected the light, making it difficult to tell which way was up and what might be surrounding them.

Was it something here that had caused her illness, and if so, why wasn't he experiencing the same? He had carried her on his back across the snow, and she had not shared the illness. She had made no noise at all. From time to time, he had stopped to listen for her breathing in the odd silence.

“You touched one of them,” he murmured, his hand still cupping her too-warm cheek.

“It pinned me to the ground,” she replied. “I didn’t reach out to pet it.”

Ellery smiled, despite the situation. Something in her relaxed a little, as though she was wary, and he realised then how tense she had been. Was it the world, or had she been worried about something else? He had to admit that he had not been paying proper attention. He was looking for signs of the creatures, looking for something that would give him an idea of where they were and what might be around them.

“Climb on,” he said, turning his back to her and squatting down.

“You can’t keep carrying me,” she said, remaining where she was.

When he glanced over his shoulder at her, he noticed that her eyes appeared unfocused and she swayed a little, as though standing was harder than it usually was for her.

Ellery had seen something like this in his days with the lord, leading men through muddy fields in pursuit of other men he was uncertain he really wanted to hunt down. Some went down with illness, usually induced by injury or the constant cold, wet conditions. Most quickly succumbed to the illness and were left behind whether dead or not.

“I will carry you for as long as you need me to.” His voice was firmer than he intended, and it echoed angrily around them.

Nara fell forward across his back, her arms around his neck, although not as tight as he would have liked. Her sword jutted out before him, still tight in her hand, although he worried that she couldn’t maintain her grip on it.

He held her tight, his own sword still in his hand as he stood in the silent world, unsure where to go or what they might be moving towards. They could walk for days and find nothing. If she was as ill as she appeared to be, it might be that he was alone by the time he reached wherever he was headed.

Nara raised her hand, pointing into the distance, and he realised she held her jade stones in her fist. Something else she could lose on the journey. She had not lost any yet, having maintained her hold on them in even the most difficult circumstances. And yet, at different times, during different lives, she claimed that she’d had more of them.

The bright golden sword reflected the sunlight, although there was no warmth in it despite the golden glow. Ellery had seen her maintain her hold on that in difficult times. In their last life, she had even called it to her hand. As he thought of that memory, holding her in his arms as the sword moved towards her through the moonlight, he would have sworn on her life that it was the same blade she carried now. But the feeling of the risen symbols on his side was just as strong, and he knew it was a false memory. The sword she had carried in her last life was not this one, although it was.

A moment of fear crept along his spine. All the memories he was so sure he had lived—all the times they had been together and then dragged apart—might be some other form of false memory. They might not be his memories at all. Were they even the same people? He was sure he knew her, those golden eyes and long brown hair, every inch of her body.

But then, he never carried his scars to the next life—another idea that it was all a memory that might not be his own. They had been so determined to find the reason behind this all, and now it might be that there was nothing to chase. Were they even alive, or were they lost in some in-between space between living and the fire tree?

Nara’s hand tapped against his chest, and the feeling gave him pause. If nothing else, he was certain he was alive. He could feel her weight, the cold air pushing in around him. Her fist tapped against his chest again, and he stopped.

She raised her hand up and opened it, and there were no stones present. He turned suddenly, as though she might have dropped them and he would see them in the snow. There was nothing but white behind him. Nara needed the stones, but he did not have the energy to backtrack and find them.

Nara moved her hand a little to the side, and he could see a shape on the horizon. He couldn’t tell what it might be from this
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